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PROLOGUE 


HE GREAT Franciscan chronicler and Italian talebearer, Salim- 

bene de Adam, relates a macabre story of the year 1286. He tells 

of a man possessed by a “diabolic spirit” who believed that fam- 
ine, like a dark cloud on the horizon, was about to cast its shadow over 
the land. Pretending to come on hard times, the man, a teacher of the 
Psalter to young boys, went about the streets of his town begging and 
singing. In the century and country of Saint Francis a holy pauper, with 
a repertory of sacred songs, could make a considerable living; with what 
this poverello earned he daily bought small amounts of grain and bread. 
At home during the evenings, he toasted the morsels of bread and put 
them aside against the dearth to come; but the devil, it was said, visited 
the poverello behind locked doors late one evening and suffocated him 
before he could enjoy his hoard. The body was found next day along with 
sacks of rotting flour and heaps of old toast. It was also discovered that 
the “poor” old man owned two other houses in the town, which the town 
fathers promptly seized into their hands. 

Children (pueri), perhaps boys whom he had taught to read the 
psalms, carried out a grisly humiliation of the old man’s corpse, stripping 
it, tying ropes to the cool, bony feet, and dragging the nude body through 
the town. Wearying of the sport, they commandeered a farmer’s wagon 
to which they attached the mangled body. After dragging it a while longer 
through the streets, they dumped the grotesque burden from a bridge into 
the river below and then, to prevent it from drifting away, dropped scores 
of stones on it in a kind of mock burial. The whole episode, Salimbene 
tells us, gave rise to a proverb: “Beware, lest by your miserliness you 
provoke the madness of children.” ! 

Fear of famine, in a year that Salimbene elsewhere describes as one of 
“great abundance of grain and wine,” transformed the old teacher into a 
hoarder.? In the presence of a hoarder's corpse children were transformed 
into instruments of vengeance. For almost no one was reckoned worse 
than a hoarder, a person who profited from the misery of fellow human 
beings or reserved the earth’s bounty for himself while the wretched went 
hungry. Few men deserved so humiliating a treatment of their remains. 
Resentment ran deep and strong; not even a year of abundance effaced it. 
Avarice was corrupting; it was made intolerable where the fear and rav- 
ages of famine weakened civility and decency, affection and trust. The 
history of the Great Famine that afflicted northern Europe in the early 
fourteenth century and encouraged just such transformations of commu- 
nity life is the subject of this book. 
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1 


THE BRINGERS OF FAMINE IN 1315: 
RAIN, WAR, GOD 


HE WORD famine, as used in this book, refers to a catastrophic 

subsistence crisis, the extreme limit of a wide spectrum of short- 

ages that have sometimes been given the name in popular writing 
and speech. In adopting the more restrictive usage, I follow most other 
scholars.! Famines in this sense, like all extreme conditions, have been 
rare in history; yet their recent recurrence in postcolonial societies has 
stimulated politicians, relief workers, and economists to rethink their un- 
derstanding of a phenomenon that at first seems more characteristic of the 
distant past than of the modern world. In turn, historians have reani- 
mated their research into the origins and consequences of many ancient, 
medieval, and early modern famines, in large part to improve upon the 
somewhat caricatured Malthusian model of famine as a simple function 
of population growth’s outpacing increases in food production. By far the 
most sophisticated and comprehensive historical work has been accom- 
plished for early modern Europe.” But a distinguished tradition of study 
of other famines, particularly the “Great Famine” of the early fourteenth 
century, long predates this explosion of scholarship.? 

The Great Famine deserves its name for at least two reasons. First, it 
was protracted: like the paradigmatic famine in biblical Egypt foretold by 
the young Joseph in Genesis 41, it lasted in many regions a full seven 
years, from 1315 to 1322.4 Second, it was extensive: few medieval writers 
in 1315 were aware of how extensive, but gradually pilgrims, traders, 
and couriers brought sobering news from widely separated locations. 
Over time the reports grew worse; and as one unfortunate harvest-tide 
succeeded another and another, the catastrophe achieved mythic propor- 
tions. One contemporary chronicler would eventually declaim that “hun- 
ger” was abroad “throughout the seven inhabited regions (climata) of the 
world."^ 

More than a century later, Bavarians still invoked with awe the hunger 
and high prices that began in 1315.6 A late German chronicler (ca. 1500) 
would summarize what he had read of the catastrophe's extent from ear- 
lier chronicles this way (“Duss geschichte findet man in vilen chroni- 
ken”): it was hard (“wart dure”) in every country, “in Hessen, in Dorin- 
gen, in Westphalen, in Sassen, in Missen, in Francken, an dem Ryne, in 
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Brabant, in Hollant, in Flandern unde durch alle lande, nicht alleyne in 
Tutschlant, sundern auch in Franckrich unde in andern vilen konni- 
grichen."7 The information collected from various Low Country chroni- 
cle sources available to the Frisian scholar Ubbo Emmius around the turn 
of the sixteenth/seventeenth century led him to similar conclusions.® The 
historian and editor Johannes Lass in the early eighteenth century dili- 
gently studied perhaps an even greater number of chronicles (not all of 
which have survived to the present day). After doing so he came to regard 
the catastrophe of the Great Famine as unique among the disasters that 
had befallen “all Europe.” He was particularly struck by the refrain in the 
chronicles to the effect that for a while not even the birds of spring her- 
alded hope.? 

Recent scholars, with fewer chronicles to consult but working more 
systematically than their predecessors over the documentary records, 
have been more restrained. Still, the evidence they have amassed is arrest- 
ing in its implications. For Germany that evidence points to famine 
throughout the country, and along the Baltic to the borders of Poland. 
With this no previous medieval European famine could compare.!? 
Northern France and the British Isles, with the exception of northern 
Scotland, were also hit with devastating severity.!! The southern portion 
of Scandinavia, where grain was grown, was affected, perhaps only 
slightly less than the rest of the Continent.!? By and large the line dividing 
famine-stricken northern Europe from territories of relative bounty fur- 
ther south ran westward along the Alps (most of present-day Austria was 
spared except for the region around Salzburg) into France through Lyons 
and the Forez, roughly, to southern Poitou.!3 A conservative estimate 
would be that the *Great Hunger" afflicted an area of 400,000 square 
miles with a population at the time, reckoned very roughly, in excess of 
thirty million.!^ 

Serious modern investigation of the impact and consequences of this 
famine began with the work of the then unconventional German histo- 
rian Karl Lamprecht in the 1880s. His discussion was part of a much 
wider, four-volume excursus into the economic life and the *material cul- 
ture" of the Moselle country.!? Lamprecht's grand vision, with its interest 
in the everyday and, in this case, the famine's impact on everyday life, was 
not unique, but it was peculiar given the prevailing norms in contempo- 
rary German historiography, which favored political and macroeco- 
nomic history. Whatever the genesis of Lamprecht's approach (and this is 
warmly debated), there is no doubt that he was committed to what we 
would nowadays call a form of historical anthropology that delighted in 
“thick description” and demurred from necessarily assigning narrative 
primacy to high politics.!6 
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Fritz Curschmann, writing less than a generation afterward, was one 
of several gifted historians who recognized the magnitude of Lamprecht’s 
overall accomplishment and applauded it publicly.!7 He also corrected 
some of Lamprecht’s observations and in general went far beyond his 
predecessor in the geography of his concerns, which included all of Ger- 
man-speaking Europe. (French evidence, he decided, could not sustain 
the level of analysis of the German, assembled in the great project, the 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica.)!® As background Curschmann cov- 
ered and assembled the texts for the period from the year 700 to 1317 in 
Europe, a fact that has permitted scholars to compare the early years of 
the Great Famine, his principal interest, to what is recoverable on earlier 
ones. To this day the most satisfying treatment of the Great Famine and 
the most extensive collection of texts remain Curschmann’s 1900 mono- 
graph, and we will return to it over and over again.!? 

Yet Curschmann’s monograph is not the most widely cited study, at 
least not within Anglo-American historiography. That honor goes to an 
article by Henry Lucas published in Speculum in 1930. Lucas, an expert 
on the political history of the Low Countries, claimed somewhat unfairly 
in that article that the Great Famine “received but little extended treat- 
ment at the hand of Fritz Curschmann.” Despite the slight Lucas’s main 
contribution was his combination of Curschmann’s accumulation of evi- 
dence with the then published evidence for France, the Low Countries, 
and especially England. For the last Lucas was extremely thorough. His 
close culling of the Patent Rolls, the Close Rolls, and the chronicles is as 
admirable (and labor-saving for subsequent scholars) in its way as Cursch- 
mann’s work on the imperial sources. 

Despite the appearance of several good studies on regions of France 
touched by the famine, many French scholars treat the famine perfuncto- 
rily or merely refer the reader to Lucas’s work as the fundamental treat- 
ment.2° For students of Great Britain, however, Lucas’s primacy has been 
supplanted by the work of Ian Kershaw published in 1973. Although 
Lucas had thoroughly explored the published English sources (as of 
1930), Kershaw in as thorough and welcome a manner comprehensively 
incorporated materials that appeared in print only in the following forty 
years. Moreover, he rooted some of his most interesting conclusions in a 
case study based in part on unpublished sources from the north of En- 
gland. These conclusions have frequently been generalized by scholars to 
many other regions.?! In fact, it is now possible to test Kershaw’s findings 
against the abundant research, stimulated in part by his work, on the 
Celtic lands and eastern and southern England. Together these studies 
should permit a more trustworthy picture of the famine throughout Brit- 
ain. Meanwhile, on the Continent, research on Denmark and other parts 
of Scandinavia, on the Hanse towns and their hinterlands, on the Low 
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Countries, and on important regions and estates in France (as remarked) 
makes it possible and desirable to put together a new synthesis of the 
causes, experience, and consequences of the Great Famine. 


Curschmann, whom we shall follow at the outset, began his study with a 
consideration of words. Like the chroniclers whom he so thoroughly pil- 
laged, he had a keen sense of language. He recognized that fames or a 
vernacular equivalent like Hungir was a strong word often employed for 
a genuine and general disaster the magnitude of which can occasionally 
be confirmed from other sources. Yet many medieval writers were loose 
in their use of the word, applying it to local shortages of brief duration; 
this is why confirmation or support from other sources was a necessary 
precondition to the acceptance of a single chronicler’s report of a famine. 
Caristia, also with vernacular equivalents, had a larger semantic field 
than even fames. Usually signifying high prices, it did not necessarily 
imply famine conditions or even widespread declines in consumption; yet 
it too was fairly often applied to a period of acute or chronic lack of 
staples. Frequently, of course, the word or forms of it were used by writ- 
ers in combination with fames to emphasize the general economic condi- 
tions during which a famine took place.?? But again exaggeration on the 
part of any single writer was always possible. What Curschmann’s work 
permitted historians to do was to cluster independent references to the 
same events. From a careful consideration of these reports and the geog- 
raphy of coverage, they were able to make good cases that famines, in the 
sense defined at the opening of this chapter, really did occur, but far less 
often than earlier scholars believed. 

In the specific case of the Great Famine, there is no problem in assem- 
bling the cluster of appropriate chronicle reports. Numerous contempo- 
rary and near contemporary writers (far more than those known even to 
Curschmann) refer to fames and caristia in the years 1315-1322 even 
while they grope for the telling adjectives that might help describe the 
experience of life more vividly. The fames began as mere hunger, perhaps, 
but became ever more difficult, harsh, severe, terrible, finally intolerable 
(groz, zo grot, valida, aspera, tanta magna, maxima, permaxima, intolle- 
rabilis). 2 The caristia went from very high prices to unheard-of hard 
times (tanta magna, maxima, permaxima; so dure tiid, groisse dure zit, 
grote und unhörlike dure tit).24 

That the Europe struck by this escalating fames and caristia from 1315 
onward had achieved a precarious equilibrium by the end of the previous 
century seems a generally accepted conclusion. Demographic growth, to 
take one measure of the equilibrium, had slowed to zero in most regions 
after a long period of spectacular increases.2? In the Moselle country, for 
example, where surviving data have made the relative measurement of 
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population possible, there was a trebling from about the year 1100 up to 
the first half of the fourteenth century, before a tapering off or no-growth 
situation prevailed.26 In medieval Gotland in southern Scandinavia the 
tenth century saw between 500 and 700 farmsteads in place; the year 
1300, the peak of medieval settlement there, counted between 1,200 and 
1,500, numbers that held firm thereafter.?7 

In absolute numbers (though these must be treated with caution), it 
would appear that German-speaking areas of the empire experienced a 
growth that resulted in a population of approximately fourteen million in 
the year 1300.28 The number of Englishmen and women seems to have 
gone from 1.3 or 1.5 million in the late eleventh century to 5 million by 
1300.2? The population of France, defined by its present national bor- 
ders, had risen from approximately 6.2 million to 17.6 or perhaps to as 
high as 21 million in roughly the same period." Finally, there was the 
north. Denmark, with its wide medieval boundaries that included part of 
the Scandinavian peninsula inhabited by Swedes, saw its population 
grow from 850,000 to 1.5 million during the High Middle Ages.?! Vari- 
ous estimates for Norway suggest a population in 1300 perhaps ap- 
proaching 500,000.?? Finland, finally, can stand for the various regions 
of the eastern Baltic. Its population can be estimated at between 200,000 
and 300,000.33 To be sure, the far eastern Baltic was not affected directly 
by harvest shortfalls, but it felt some of the economic, especially trade, 
repercussions of the famine.>* 

Almost all scholars believe that these figures, however problematic any 
single one of them may be, reveal a population under stress, because the 
economic growth necessary to sustain the standard of living had slowed 
long before the population itself leveled off. Precisely when the slowing 
occurred depends on what region we examine and what sector of the 
economy. The comprehensive picture is one of sluggishness in productiv- 
ity in some sectors from the 1250s, more generalized sluggishness from 
the 1270s, and very slow growth from 1285 or thereabouts onward. Al- 
though the thirteenth century remained a period of economic growth 
right up to its close, the gap between demand and production steadily 
widened.?? The famine took place in these conditions. 

Certain similarities between these conditions and those observed in 
modern famines make it useful to look at and, in part, be guided by the 
systematic theoretical work that has emerged from studies of the latter. 
One of the most judicious of recent scholars, the social scientist David 
Arnold, argues for four possible scenarios for the onset of famine.?6 The 
first entails population pressure far beyond the productive means of the 
agricultural sector to provide a standard of living much above subsistence 
in the best of times. In a premodern economy of this type, where transpor- 
tation costs are high and transportation networks very limited, even mod- 
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est problems of production and distribution can cause famine. On the 
production side, the death of a small percentage of draft animals leading 
to a decline in available plows or manure, a brief period of unseasonable 
or severe weather that damages the crops, or an infestation of vermin that 
depletes the standing corn will issue in widespread malnutrition and 
death. On the distribution side, even a small breakdown—bridges out, 
roads temporarily impassible—might have devastating effects. 

The second scenario, one common in the premodern world, is of a 
famine brought about by a sustained failure of appropriate weather. Only 
high rates and absolute quantities of storage and good distribution net- 
works (modern conditions) would prevent malnutrition and increased 
mortality. Even with excellent modern storage facilities and transporta- 
tion networks, famine is still possible in a third scenario, where crop spe- 
cialization is widespread and the good health of the population depends 
on access to a large number of other markets: radical problems of distri- 
bution—war and civil war being common causes, but fuel insufficiencies 
and bureaucratic torpor also potentially contributing—render many re- 
gions liable to famine. 

The most troubling scenario is the fourth. It sees peasant conservatism 
in the face of even modest but recurrent problems of production and dis- 
tribution as a possible cause of famine when conditions worsen. Peasants, 
that is, help bring famine on themselves by their stubborn refusal to 
change their ways before crisis looms. Wisely Arnold does not see much 
independent power in this argument (peasant conservatism cannot cause 
famine in the absence of other factors), but it has been seized on and 
expanded exponentially in a recent book by Ronald Seavoy.?7 Basing his 
view on informal observations in south Asia, Seavoy has asserted that 
peasants are wedded to a culture of indolence (rest in preference to work), 
not leisure, which values rest after work. This is why, he continues, peas- 
ants live in a subsistence manner. To do otherwise would be to privilege 
work, which would be contrary to their ideological predilections. It is 
also why peasants have a great many children, whom, according to 
Seavoy, they mercilessly exploit by requiring them to care for them as 
they age. Then, when the children mature and beget, they themselves ob- 
tain the opportunity to exploit their own offspring and achieve indolence. 
Peasants also have no incentive to save or improve because they know 
that in poor harvests, other peasants (equally indolent?) will share. 

There is, of course, really such a thing as peasant conservatism, but it 
is not the caricature that Seavoy makes it. His picture is immorally dis- 
torted for south Asia.?8 It would be equally grotesque if applied to medi- 
eval northern Europe, where excavations of rural cemeteries show the 
skeletons of mature peasants to be the last physical remnants of griev- 
ously hard lives (scarcely evidence of laziness whatever their ideology 
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might have been): extensive arthritis, deformation of the spinal column, 
small bony growths and enlargement of joints from the excruciating la- 
bors of plowing, lugging forty-pound seed bags, and harvesting with the 
scythe. The skeletal remains show eburnation—the transformation of 
bone into dense, hard ivory-like material on the smooth surfaces—a re- 
sult, again, of agonizing, yet regular and unavoidable, work routines in 
medieval rural society.?? In the cemeteries of fishing villages on the north- 
ern coasts, one can hardly find a skeleton of an adult that does not reveal 
osteoarthritis of the spinal column due to heavy work routines on land 
and in cold, windblown open boats.*? 

One problem with all of these scenarios, so baldly stated, is that they 
evoke a passive rural society, acted upon but not acting. Yet every experi- 
enced adult in premodern Europe appreciated something of the danger of 
famine. Famine was a “hazard” and therefore necessitated risk manage- 
ment. That is to say, authorities and ordinary people knew that famines 
would come, since they had come in the past, but at no predictable time, 
and the probability of any specific year’s having the hazard was relatively 
low. In other words, “uncertainty”—the inability to probabilize haz- 
ards—was not the case here. The aim of another major book, Bad Year 
Economics, is in part to generate models of how human beings deal with 
the hazard of famines when they do come, and how they modify their 
behavior afterward.^! Stated differently, what is the potential for social 
change in dealing with hazards? 

The editors of the book, in some ways nuancing and occasionally, if 
implicitly, challenging the emphasis of David Arnold’s work, lay out four 
strategies of preparation for or reaction to food shortages, which may or 
may not be compatible at any one time. Producers might diversify, so as 
not to be dependent on one vulnerable crop. (Modern agricultural prac- 
tice, especially in “developing” countries, under the pressure of the world 
economy to produce cash crops, does not typically indulge this strategy.) 
A political, social, and economic ideology favorable to mobility—move- 
ment to resource-rich regions—is a second strategy, but it is conditioned 
by ecology and by the existence of neighboring political authorities and 
social elites who may erect barriers to mobility and access to resources. 

The third strategy involves storage. Any society that grows grain crops, 
even if it is so primitive that it lives from harvest to harvest (which was 
not the case in Europe in the High Middle Ages), must have sufficient 
facilities to lay up massive amounts of grain at harvesttime or massive 
amounts of grain converted to other forms (beer, for example, in the Mid- 
dle Ages).42 These stores would gradually be spent down until the next 
harvest. Usually these facilities or their capacity can be augmented to reap 
the bounty of an exceptional harvest (the barns can be stuffed to the raf- 
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ters; attics can be commandeered to hold additional grain; barrels in use 
for other products can be reallocated to beer). It is hard to believe, how- 
ever, that sufficient reserves for the population at large could be stored so 
as to last through two consecutive catastrophic harvests (following even 
a great cornucopia) in any premodern society. Of course, the storage fa- 
cilities for governmental elites and the military might be of a size to pro- 
tect against two bad harvests. The existence of such treasure-houses of 
grain under governmental authority (or, what amounts to the same thing, 
the capacity of a government to regulate retail sales in its interest) would 
furnish officials with the opportunity to correlate access to food accord- 
ing to the priorities of the ruling strata.* 

The fourth strategy identified by the authors of Bad Year Economics, 
and one that was critical in primitive economies whenever food shortfalls 
were narrowly localized, was exchange, the routine exchange of goods 
producing the habit of cooperation, which could be exploited at times of 
dearth for the transfer of wealth to famine-stricken settlements from 
food-rich ones. Transportation networks, levels of organization and po- 
litical authority, and other factors combined to diminish or expand the 
circumference of such exchanges.^* 

For historians the value of these models lies in the fact that they en- 
courage a systematic and comprehensive set of questions on the subject of 
famine.^ It may have been possible to generate the questions without 
resort to the models, but this is doubtful. Even the best researchers have 
hitherto been seduced by chronicle evidence into believing that the Great 
Famine of the Middle Ages was solely a production crisis caused by a 
massive failure of appropriate weather*¢ and that there was nothing, or 
nearly nothing, that could be done about it. They have therefore ignored 
or barely mentioned other possible factors, like war and government pol- 
icies. Of course, the Great Famine was in large measure precipitated by 
the production crisis to which the chroniclers bear witness, but much 
more was involved. 

Let us begin with the question of attitude. One of the real disadvan- 
tages those affected labored under was a naive sense of the possibilities of 
natural disaster. That is to say, contemporary expectations about natural 
conditions were rosy from the beginning because the thirteenth century, 
with regard to climate—or, rather, long-term trends in weather—was so 
gentle.# A mid-sixteenth-century Low Country annalist of university 
background spiced book 14 (the long closing alphabetical catchall por- 
tion) of his chronicle with miscellaneous tidbits he had gleaned from ear- 
lier writers and from archives. Under C he recorded his findings on “High 
Prices” (caristia). He highlighted the years 1146 and 1197, then none for 
more than a century, then 1316. Nothing compared with that year for 
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over two centuries more until 1530, 1546, 1557, and 1578—that is, the 
period of the Price Revolution stimulated by American silver flowing to 
Spain and in turn to the Spanish-dominated Netherlands.^? 

When the same scholar came to M, he put down his conclusions on the 
worst *mortality" (mortalitas) suffered in his region: 1315, 1316, 1318. 
Nothing compared at all before, and afterward he could find comparable 
reports only in 1458, 1483, and 1529.^? Evidently, if at first somewhat 
surprisingly, not even the Black Death seemed to be as bad.?? When he 
turned to rainy weather under P (pluvia), 1315 and 1316 got special men- 
tion; only one other year was singled out, 1567.5! The impression is clear. 
For a multitude of simultaneous disasters tied to the weather there was 
nothing quite like and nothing quite so unexpected as the teens of the 
fourteenth century. A seventeenth-century humanist writer who made an 
even more thorough search of the chronicle records came to the conclu- 
sion that in his homeland of Frisia one would have to go back to the year 
1069 to find a time when, in the chroniclers’ eyes, it had been as difficult 
as it was in 1315 to make ends meet.?? 

What was going on? One or two recent scholars have argued for a 
steady deterioration of weather and a slight, progressive shortening in the 
length of the growing season in the north during the late thirteenth and 
early fourteenth centuries. This imperceptible deterioration culminated 
with the shock of 1315. Unfortunately, the evidence is not persuasive on 
the steady worsening of weather in the thirteenth century.?? Pierre Alex- 
andre, the most thorough of modern researchers—and, by far, the most 
trustworthy—would see a more or less uniformly gentle thirteenth cen- 
tury, indeed a secular warming trend from the twelfth century through 
1350. Only one significant interruption in this trend occurred north of the 
Alps before 1350, a catastrophic dip that coincided with the onset of the 
Great Famine.?^ 

Alexandre's observations, based on explicit references to weather con- 
ditions, merit particular respect for two reasons: first, because of his re- 
fusal to use his chroniclers’ reports of famines, price inflation, and low 
yields (none of which necessarily depends on weather) as surrogates for 
information on weather conditions, and, second, because of his compre- 
hensiveness with regard to available contemporary sources.?? To be sure, 
Alexandre limits his investigation to the north Atlantic and Baltic Conti- 
nental regions of western and central Europe (France, the Low Countries, 
and German-speaking Europe); he therefore ignores the British Isles, 
Scandinavia, and western Poland, which were affected by the Great Fam- 
ine. Nevertheless, his information, culled from hundreds of narrative 
sources, provides the most satisfying picture yet available of the weather 
of medieval Europe; and it is relatively easy to supplement this picture for 
other relevant parts of Europe from the results of various historians of 
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weather and of environmental economics published in the last several 
decades. What all these scholars agree on is that the epoch of the Great 
Famine saw some of the worst and most sustained periods of bad weather 
in the entire Middle Ages and that this was particularly unanticipated, 
given the mild thirteenth century.?ó 

Two indexes prepared by Alexandre on the severity of winters and the 
incidence of rainy summers help make the point with greater clarity.57 
For reports of a continuous series of exceptionally cold winters there was 
nothing like the period 1310-1330. While the series of winters from 1160 
to 1170 may have been the worst on record, that fact would have been 
ancient history to people in 1315. Moreover, for sheer length of time the 
succession of miserably cold winters in the years 1310-1330 was incom- 
parable; and 1320-1330 was perhaps the second worst period for severe 
winters in the entirety of the Middle Ages. 

Alexandre's index of the incidence of rainy summers also identifies the 
years 1310-1320 as one of the four worst intervals in the period from 
1150 to 1420. Indeed, though it is difficult to be precise on relative rank- 
ings, the years 1310-1320 appear to be the second worst period for se- 
vere, sustained summer downpours for the Middle Ages as a whole. 

Pierre Alexandre's conclusions can be tested against the independent 
evidence of dendrochronology. Mary Lyons has examined the northern 
Irish evidence of oaks, whose growth is very sensitive to rainfall. On the 
basis of tree-ring growth, it would appear that oak growth was 7 percent 
above normal in 1315 and 10 percent above normal in 1316. The year 
1317 saw a growth rate near average (perhaps 2 percent below), which 
would suggest a tapering off of the rains in Ireland, a conclusion that, as 
we shall see, the chroniclers support. But in Ireland at least, the year 1318 
saw another extraordinary spurt of tree-ring growth in oaks, 8 percent 
above normal. By contrast, the 1320s—based simply on dendrochrono- 
logical evidence—appear to have been a period of attenuated growth, 
suggesting severe prolonged drought. The year 1324 witnessed tree-ring 
growth 22 percent below normal, and at least three other years in the 
1320s had growth rates more than 10 percent below normal.$8 Study of 
oak-tree growth in Hesse on the Continent reveals similar patterns: the 
years 1310 to 1320 provide evidence of a devastating weather cycle.”? 

Striking and persuasive as are the general conclusions of Alexandre's, 
Lyons's, and other studies, they pale before the reports in narrative 
sources. We are not as fortunate as our Enlightenment forebears in terms 
of numbers of surviving chronicles, but what does survive fully supports 
their impressions. Texts as disparate as the Nuremberg Annals, a Flemish 
rhymed account for 1315, and a Breton chronicle for 1314 and 1315 
declaim the unmitigated severity of the weather? Others identify or 
dwell on specific aspects of the unfavorable weather. Nearly all contem- 
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porary or near contemporary authors emphasize the abnormal persis- 
tence of the rains in the opening years. They had already begun, at least 
in England and perhaps in Germany, in the summer of 1314.61 Followed 
by a harsh winter and, of course, expected late-winter rains, which in this 
instance only compounded the problem, the unseasonable downpours re- 
commenced in earnest in late spring and brought flooding in their wake.62 
These rains, with unusually deafening thunder and terrible displays of 
lightning in Scandinavia,°? were steady (“inundatio pluviarum quasi con- 
tinua") from Pentecost 1315 on in England, from mid-April in France, 
and from May Day in the Low Countries, and were heavy throughout the 
summer in Germany and elsewhere, including Ireland.64 The winds and 
overcast skies made the whole summer abnormally cool (*frigusque aes- 
tivo tempore insolitum”).° In October the rains were still falling in Brit- 
ain: four mills on the usually gentle Avon, now swollen and clogged with 
debris, succumbed to flooding in that one month.66 

The year 1316 was equally bad or worse." It probably began with 
another severe winter during which ships were immobilized by ice as the 
Baltic froze over.°® The chroniclers make clear that the rains following 
the severe winter weather came so frequently that the effects of the down- 
pours could not be contained. Spring, summer, fall: they came when the 
seed had just been scattered, when what seeds remained in place sprouted 
and the shoots broke through the surface of the earth, and they came with 
equal severity at harvest.6? “The whole world was troubled,” wrote one 
chronicler from Salzburg, which had been at the southeastern geographi- 
cal limit of the ruinous weather the year before.” Yet the chronicler could 
say the “whole world” in 1316 because as far as he knew, the devastation 
had spread far to the south and east, to Styria, for example, which suf- 
fered catastrophic flooding that swept away at least fourteen bridges on 
the river Mur’! 

The downpours were somewhat less ubiquitous in 1317: western Ger- 
many was hard hit; its periphery less so”?—in agreement with the dendro- 
chronological evidence already presented. But the amelioration of condi- 
tions was brief. The harshest winter of all was 1317/1318.” In a récit by 
a French chronicler, winter was said to have been not only severe but 
interminable, with bitter cold continuous “from the feast of Saint Andrew 
[30 November] or thereabouts until Easter."7^ To an English observer it 
was the worst winter in a millennium: “A thusent winter ther bifore com 
nevere non so strong.” No more benumbing punishment had ever been 
inflicted: “Com nevere wrecche into Engelond that made men more 
agaste."75 

According to a number of chroniclers, improvement in conditions was 
more common after April 1318, but local conditions—those in Ireland, 
for example—were to make 1318 as bad a year in many villages as any of 
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the years in which the disastrous rains were more widespread.” And 
though never again as general or as sustained as in the first three years of 
the famine,” conditions so often degenerated over large regions from 
1319 to 1322 that it is no exaggeration to link these years with the earlier 
years of the catastrophe. Normandy was ripped by devastating wind- 
storms in 1319,78 the equivalent of nor’easters on the Atlantic seaboard 
of North America, with the inevitable impact on flocks, herds, and fruit 
trees. Flanders was repeatedly punished by floods that hobbled the econ- 
omy and caused major property damage especially in 1320 and 1322.7? 
Elsewhere—in England and on the Continent, as, for example, in the re- 
gion around Aachen—sustained periods of bad weather (sometimes com- 
pounded, the chroniclers tell us, by lengthy droughts) extended the fam- 
ine conditions even beyond 1322.80 But a reasonable closing date for the 
long series of catastrophes is the winter of 1321/1322. It saw terrible and 
sustained cold, with the Baltic and parts of the North Sea frozen over and 
ships immobilized in icy prisons.®! Norman chroniclers remarked the 
snow. It was everywhere; it was deep; it would not melt: “Nix maxima 
super terram et iterum fuit maxima ante mediam Kadragesimam." 82 

This tragic period was made more so by war. Although it cannot be 
said that war caused the famine, it intensified the deprivation by expand- 
ing a production crisis into a distribution crisis as well. No attempt will 
be made at this time to assess in detail the effects of the wars, a task that 
will be reserved for subsequent discussions of prices, wages, cost of living, 
mortality, and the like. Here we need only enumerate the conflicts and 
address a few of their most obvious and general consequences at the re- 
gional level in the principalities affected by the persistently bad weather. 

In the north a tangle of complicated dynastic struggles kept the king- 
doms of Norway, Denmark, and Sweden at one another's throats in vari- 
ous alliances all through the famine, but especially until 1319.83 These 
wars also had a disruptive, though not necessarily entirely unprofitable, 
effect on German-speaking towns and principalities all along the south- 
ern rim of the Baltic. Desperately needed resources were being diverted to 
military needs like castle building at the height of the famine.°* 

Among Germans proper the situation was no better. Locally severe 
flooding in 1312 and exceptional cold in 1313 had produced regional 
shortages and high prices in a number of places in the empire.3° Exacer- 
bating these conditions, war broke out between Ludwig of Bavaria and 
Duke Frederick of Austria in late 1314 after the so-called double election 
to the German throne. In the Frankfurt area one chronicler describes how 
a *great multitude of men and horses" of the duke's army were already 
perishing from shortages in 1314.86 Another delighted in observing in 
real life the topos learned from stories about knights, in this case hard up 
from the artificially induced shortages caused by marauding armies and 
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siege warfare, selling their mounts in order to get food and drink. There 
is a mocking, tongue-in-cheek quality to the latter’s report—on the eve of 
a dearth that would make the conditions he was describing seem almost 
desirable—and the tone betokens the naive character of expectations 
about the weather and war: “And what a wonder! Some knights who 
were sitting on a magnificently outfitted horse gave the horse and their 
weapons away for cheap wine; and they did this because they were so 
terribly hungry."87 

As the wars and the famine conditions persisted, the time for mockery 
passed. There were numerous treaties, alliances, truces, regulations of 
tolls, and agreements with respect to suppressing disorder and modifying 
payments of debts to Jews in the years 1315-1322, especially in the 
Rhineland and southern Germany. It is probably wrong to conclude from 
this evidence that the country was in utter turmoil, since such agreements 
among towns, churches, and lay lords occurred at many other times as 
well.88 Nevertheless, most historians seem convinced that the combina- 
tion of wars and harvest failures convulsed the empire.8? 

An on-again, off-again war in Flanders in which French troops tried to 
bring the Flemings under their suzerainty bracketed the three major early 
years of the famine in that region and would be invoked by commentators 
as one factor (along with the taxation imposed in the preparation for and 
fighting of the war) that made an already difficult situation more diffi- 
cult.?? Even as the Franco-Flemish war affected the famine, the natural 
conditions that helped provoke the famine made the fighting of the war 
more arduous. In 1315 the steady, inundating rains (“the ugly weather”) 
turned the roads into quagmires, trapped the riding and cart horses 
(“there was mud up to their knees”), immobilized wagons, and made 
supply of troops nearly impossible, as what seems like an infinite number 
of chroniclers relate.?! And we are informed monotonously that the dis- 
tress—and the postponement of combat which it necessitated—saddened 
the commanders, including Louis X, the king of France (“non absque 
displicentia et amaritudine cordis”), who craved nothing so much as a 
decisive victory in a war whose roots went back twenty years.?? To the 
rebellious Flemings, of course, the ceaseless rains that stymied the king 
were the act of a beneficent God; the belief became a cliché, constantly 
repeated down the centuries in sources originating in the region.?? 

In the British Isles, too, war was everywhere. The Scots, in the after- 
math of the famous battle of Bannockburn (1314) began to ravage large 
areas on the English borderlands and did long-lasting damage whose pre- 
cise parameters, given the nature of the evidence, are difficult to assess 
with precision but appear to have been extensive and massive.?* The En- 
glish, in retaliation, were nearly as effective in ravaging the countryside of 
southern Scotland;?? but the army that led the way in the raids was far 
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less successful in fulfilling its major mission of bringing the Scots to heel. 
The difficulty of provisioning the army, together with disease, is said to 
have led to a greater number of casualties than did battle.?6 Moreover, in 
both countries border localities that were spared ravaging were affected 
in other ways as productive resources drained to the battle-scarred areas 
and the needs of the contending armies grew.?7 These issues will have to 
be pursued in greater depth in subsequent chapters. 

Ireland and Wales, as intimated, also suffered from wars fought on 
their soil. The spring of 1315 saw the arrival of Scottish forces in Ire- 
land led by Edward Bruce (brother of Robert Bruce); this was a kind of 
second front in the continuing war between England and Scotland al- 
ready being played out on the borderlands of the two countries.?8 The 
mutual violence of the Scots and the Anglo-Irish lords and their support- 
ers aggravated the evil conditions then beginning to be felt after the fail- 
ure of the winter wheat harvest.?? The disruptions continued through 
1317 as the Scots, failing to enlist sufficient Irish support against English 
domination to overcome their enemy, went about hungry and harrying 
the island.! Killing in war, terrorism, and dying from the effects of the 
subsistence crisis went together.!?! Seizures of already much reduced 
crops are reported.102 

In southern Wales, following the death at Bannockburn of the great 
English magnate and power in the Welsh March Gilbert de Clare, the earl 
of Gloucester, “men raised hostile insurrection in the form of war.” 103 
Such a power vacuum as that left by the earl's death might have served to 
persuade Welsh lords (in this case Llywelyn Bren) to rise, but most histo- 
rians agree that it was the crop failures of 1315 which triggered the revolt 
against the English.10^ The economic effects of this rebellion were to be 
felt even in north Wales.19^ If we could not guess as much from what we 
know of their commitments against the Scots on the borderlands and in 
Ireland, chronicle evidence assures us that the English found their re- 
sources stretched to the limit by the insurrection.1%6 It was to the great 
good fortune of the crown that the rebellion did not evolve into a general 
rising of the Welsh people and did not see the invasion of north Wales by 
Scots from Ireland, an invasion that Edward and Robert Bruce briefly 
contemplated.107 

The weather, then, provoked a production crisis and complicated dis- 
tribution. Wars and their destruction immediately before and during the 
onslaught of bad weather compounded the problems, especially that of 
distribution, in a major way. Other contributory explanations for the 
intensity and duration of the famine (some, like inordinate taxation, im- 
plicit in what has already been written) will be discussed at greater length 
in subsequent pages. Yet probably none ofthese explanations would have 
entirely satisfied most medieval men and women. For them, it was God 
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who was unquestionably bringing famine in order to mete out the legiti- 
mate recompense for sin (“pro sceleribus castigare").108 Sin, hatred of the 
visible Church, empty faith, and lack of loyalty offended God and ex- 
plained why He permitted the foul weather to linger for such a length of 
time.!0? It could only be God, as we are informed by one version of the 
English poem *On the Evil Times of Edward II" (ca. 1320), who appor- 
tioned weather “so cold and unkynde”—out of its kind in the sense of 
rupturing the natural order. As punishment for human pride God “sente 
derthe on erde.”!10 The text “he ... sendeth rain on the just and the 
unjust" (Matt. 5.45) confirmed this view: the punishment richly deserved 
by the unjust had to be endured by the righteous as well, in the same way 
that sunlight warmed both the wicked and the good. So, too, sickness 
came on the battered and bewildered population of saints and sinners by 
God's own ordinance in the “plaga divina.”111 

A merciful God, it must be added, gave fair warning of the disaster. 
One schoolman, William of Wheatley, who had studied at Paris and later 
became master of the grammar schools of Lincoln in England, claimed 
that from things he had seen in the kingdom a good twenty years before 
the time of high prices and hunger (1315, 1316, and 1317) he could have 
predicted the catastrophe. He had seen similar signs again, he wrote, 
while he studied in Paris fifteen years before the famine. William made 
these claims in a treatise he later composed on the art and science of the 
interpretation of signs.!!? Unfortunately, the part of his treatise where he 
begins to talk about the particular signs that pointed to the famine was 
never completed.113 

Other observers were more revealing. The years 1315 and 1316 saw a 
comet appear in the night sky.!!4 (Observed not only in the West, the 
phenomenon in question is also reported in the Chinese Annals as having 
been visible from 28 November 1315 through 12 March 1316.)!!5 This 
heavenly manifestation was a clear counsel, as readers of earlier northern 
European chronicles would have been led to believe, of the specter of 
prolonged famine and death.!!6 The Low Country chronicler Lodewijk 
Van Velthem, who recorded that the comet was visible beginning on 21 
December 1315 and whose narrative ended in late 1316 when he put 
down his quill, was most insistent on this interpretation, adding civil 
strife and widespread destruction to the litany of expected horrors.!!7 Of 
course, a few chroniclers saw in the comet other portents (the death of 
Louis X in 1316, the general suffering of France) or nothing at all.!!$ 

Besides the comet other signs manifested themselves. Swedes observed 
splashes of scarlet light in the heavens resembing showers of blood; these 
were allegedly a herald of pestilence.!!? To the English this light, if indeed 
the same light, made a ruby-red cross of blood as a token of future battle 
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deaths. !2° The traditional signs of the times also included a lunar eclipse 
(1 October 1316) and two earthquakes (1316 in northern and 1317 in 
western France). 1?1 

Like signs in general, the significance of the comet of 1315 and early 
1316, the vermilion skies of that year or slightly later, and the other won- 
ders could hardly have been determined with genuine confidence until the 
disasters themselves became evident: deeper want, pestilence, more casu- 
alties of war.!22 For embedded in the political economy of salvation was 
the notion that the power of the sign, whose potential significance was 
predictable from the memory of past patterns duly recorded, could be 
reversed by acts of contrition on the part of a sinful humanity.!?? Had the 
years from 1316 to 1322 been bountiful ones, the comet and the reddened 
canopy of heaven would have been regarded as that stimulus to conver- 
sion which brought disaster to a quick end, reconfirming at the same time 
the covenant between God and people.!24 Yet Lodewijk Van Velthem 
was certain when he finished the narrative portion of his chronicle in late 
1316 that contrition would be too little and too late; the end of the world 
was near. At least this is the impression one gets from the fact that the 
terrible descriptions of 1315 and 1316 furnished by Lodewijk are fol- 
lowed by two long appended books on signs and miracles in which the 
chronicler-turned-exegete ruminates on the apocalyptic visions of the 
Book of Daniel.!25 Of course, as it turned out, Lodewijk was wrong. The 
great Day of Judgment did not come. Nonetheless, a severe punishment 
was inflicted by the Lord Most High for five more very long years—or so 
most men and women surely came to believe.126 


2 


THE HARVEST FAILURES AND 
ANIMAL MURRAINS 


1315, 1316, and 1317 was the material devastation caused by the 

rains and the flooding that ensued: seedbeds sodden, crops and 
pastures under water, grain rotting, fish traps wrecked, dikes washed 
away, meadows too wet to be mown, turf too soggy to be cut, and quar- 
ries too swollen with the overflow to be worked for stone or lime.! 
Chroniclers occasionally report the devastation with an unsettling mat- 
ter-of-factness. “In many places, as happens in a flood,” writes one such 
annalist, “buildings, walls, and keeps were undermined."? Yet others, 
like the English compiler of the Flores historiarum under the year 1315 
and a Salzburg chronicler portraying conditions in 1316, permitted them- 
selves more dramatic expressions. Both quite naturally evoked the purify- 
ing deluge of Noah’s day.? “There was such an inundation of waters,” the 
German writer asserted, “that it seemed as though it was THE Flood.”4 
Later chroniclers reading a wide variety of reports used words like “terri- 
fying” and “gruesome” to sum up their impressions of the narrative 
record.’ 

Almost all chroniclers also mention the despoiling of good lands by 
these heavy rains.° By good lands they meant lands long in cultivation, 
from the assarting or clearing of woodlands, moraine, and bogs, since the 
eleventh century.” Leaving aside for the moment environments where 
pastoral farming, fishing, viticulture, and other specialized husbandries 
traditionally prevailed, let us look at the agricultural regime usually con- 
sidered most characteristic of these medieval assarts, the large, unwalled, 
nucleated village with open-field farming.’ This regime could be found in 
the central plain of England (midlands and lowlands), the plain of France 
(extending in a broad sweeping northern arc from the Loire to the Rhine), 
and the north German plain, that part of the great lowland plain that 
extended eastward from the North Sea along the Baltic coast, ever widen- 
ing until it was gently interrupted on a longer than thousand-mile front 
by the Urals.? 

The open fields with heavy soils plowed in long furrows were capable 
of absorbing enormous amounts of water; and drainage did not cause 
erosion. So the despoiling referred to by the chroniclers signifies the ap- 


! | 10 MOST OBSERVERS the first major effect of the weather of 


HARVEST FAILURES, ANIMAL MURRAINS 25 


pearance of vast muddy tracts and sparse, beaten-down crops rather than 
the absolute ruining of the land. This was not the case in other areas, 
however, where so-called marginal lands with light soils had been con- 
verted to arable in the later thirteenth century and in the first decade or so 
of the fourteenth. On them, the disfigurement of the landscape was not 
only stark to the naked eye but alarming in its long-range implications. 
The sandy soils of parts of Bedfordshire, washing away, left behind seem- 
ingly interminable expanses of gravelly dunelike undulations on which 
nothing but scraggy rye could take root.!? The descriptively named 
“Grits-and-Sandstones” region of south Yorkshire experienced a truly 
remarkable contraction of arable, perhaps by a proportion as high as 
one-half. The land, ravaged by the torrential downpours, became “terra 
frisca et inculta”— waste and unworked.!! Taken together, the exposed 
rocky substrata (their thin topsoil also stripped in the unceasing deluge), 
the deep gullies, and the ruts made a moonscape of desolation. Only 
time—great lengths of time— would heal the violated terrain, when it 
could be healed. !2 

Even where the scars of nature’s wrath were less visible, as, for exam- 
ple, where clays underlay thin topsoil, waterlogging temporarily inflicted 
equal levels of damage.!3 Two to five years might be sufficient for recov- 
ery. Over the course of that period, fertility would necessarily be low. The 
chroniclers talk of a “sterility of lands” and an “unheard-of barrenness” 
in Germany.!* The Cistercian observer Jacques de Thérines described the 
estates of the Cistercians in France and lands in the northern part of that 
kingdom in general as succumbing to a sterilitas “hitherto unheard-of in 
the realm.” 15 

It goes without saying that yields from all the terrains affected by the 
rains declined. How much? Even in the best of times and on the best of 
lands, yields were low as compared to those achieved under many other 
agricultural regimes.!° Of course, medieval yields pale before modern 
ones of 200 or 300 to 1, induced by hybridization, promiscuous fertiliza- 
tion, and the use of pesticides, herbicides, and industrial methods of har- 
vesting and threshing. But they also pale before those obtained in 
premodern societies where alluvial husbandry was practiced, such as in 
the ancient Nile Valley and Mesopotamia. In the Fertile Crescent in the 
third millennium B.c. yields of barley ranged from 20:1 to as high as 
76:1.17 Yet evidence from northern France shows that overall yields for 
grains rarely got as high as 10 to 1 (ten bushels for every one sown), and 
3 to 1 was far more common in the thirteenth century.!8 Extensive data 
from England—the famous data from the estates of Winchester in the 
thirteenth century—suggest that wheat in England returned modally 
about 3:1 or 4:1, rye 4:1 or 5:1, barley in the range 3.5:1 to 7:1, oats 2:1 
or 3:1, and beans and peas about 4:1.1? Grain-growing areas in southern 
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Scandinavia in the thirteenth century, it is thought, seldom delivered 
much greater than 2:1; and agricultural historians of Poland agree that 
grain yields there were at best “somewhat more than 2 times the volume” 
of seed sown.20 

Returns like these appear to be so inferior that a few scholars have 
refused to accept their typicality. It has been asserted, for example, that 
the “Winchester estates . . . were notoriously backward.”2! Or the qual- 
ity of the land and nature of the management of the estates, if not *back- 
ward," still did not encourage improvement of yields.22 Other scholars 
demur and cite in their support recent work on the Westminster Abbey 
manors. There the return was usually close to 3:1 for grains.2? Even if the 
Winchester—and Westminster—figures are on the low side, there is very 
little evidence that far higher yields were being routinely achieved else- 
where. (The exceptions will be noted where appropriate.) 

Why were yields so low? Of course, aggregate figures of the sort 
quoted for the Continent and England *invariably subsume a consider- 
able diversity of experience."?^ Nonetheless, the long-received explana- 
tion is known as the *Postan Thesis," a neo-Malthusian interpretation 
based largely but not exclusively on evidence from the English midlands, 
but routinely generalized by almost all its supporters (even where the evi- 
dence is too meager to prove or disprove it) to the whole of late medieval 
Europe.2? The assertion embedded in the explanation is not simply that 
yields were low but that they were lower than the naturally high levels 
(whatever those supposedly were) reached in the century before because 
the pressures of population growth had encouraged practices that deci- 
sively and dangerously decreased them. In the first place, intensifying de- 
mand for staples allegedly led to “cerealization,” that is, the constriction 
of pasture in favor of arable, with a concomitant loss of manure from the 
contraction of herds. Thereupon, insufficient manuring of fields is said to 
have reduced yields. Expansion of arable into lands of marginal natural 
fertility supposedly further depressed average yields. Finally, and perhaps 
most important, overcropping (including inadequate fallowing) in the 
mad rush to increase production is presumed to have exhausted even 
good soil by the end of the thirteenth century.26 

Recently and quite rightly, these arguments have come in for attack, 
though they continue to have devoted defenders.? The very idea of the 
primacy of the demographic push has been challenged by Robert Brenner, 
who argues for the key role of lordship and dependency (that is, class 
tensions) in the crisis—a point to which we shall have to return.28 Bren- 
ner's critics, who denigrate or minimize the power of traditional Marxist 
class analysis to provide an alternative explanation, are numerous and 
serious as well.?? 
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Another critique accepts the primacy of the demographic factor and 
the fact of depletion of nitrogen in old arable, but it argues that the con- 
ventional thesis needs revision on a quite different point. The conten- 
tion—associated with Gregory Clark—has about it a kind of technologi- 
cal determinism. Farmers became conservative, given the high levels of 
demand and the decline in new assarts over the course of the thirteenth 
century. The benefits of heavy manuring,” or of enriching depleted ara- 
ble by turning old fields effectively into pasture (it takes years with tradi- 
tional methods) in order to return them to arable thereafter for a brief 
period, simply required too much time to be effective within the temporal 
calculations of medieval farmers.?! This interesting contention needs con- 
siderably more elaboration before it can be accepted. 

There are reasons, moreover, to wonder about the validity of some of 
Clark’s leading assumptions. Indeed, consider the critical notion, that 
there was a long-term steep decline in soil fertility over the course of the 
thirteenth century, when overcropping to feed the burgeoning population 
led to the exhaustion of nitrogenous nutrients. This cannot be true. To 
begin with, there is the problem of how “natural” the very poorly docu- 
mented but plausibly high twelfth-century yields were. Many of these 
yields were generated from newly assarted woodlands with heavy soils. 
These new assarts were superfertile for two reasons. First, vast amounts 
of enriching ash were plowed in after stumps were burned out. Second, 
the density of weeds in dark woodlands is relatively low; new assarts out 
of woodlands offered, temporarily at least, fields where competition be- 
tween weeds and crops was also therefore relatively low. But it needs to 
be repeated that these were temporary advantages: the new assarts rap- 
idly declined after a few years to what may more appropriately be called 
natural fertility as the benefits of the ash dissipated and weeds established 
strong root networks. 

Moreover, it was more or less impossible to bring old fields back to the 
yields they had enjoyed as new assarts. Neither manure nor fertilizing ash 
of the proportions plowed under on new woodland assarts was ever 
available—year in, year out—for all fields. (What ash was available from 
village fires was regularly used in gardens; heavy manuring was always 
limited.)32 And as W. Harwood Long has demonstrated incontrovertibly, 
medieval tools and animal power were chronically unable to clean or rid 
arable long in cultivation of the root systems of weeds (the cultivated 
crops’ competitors) once these were well-established. This was the case 
even with the benefits of the heavy plow, one of the chief uses of which 
was to expose as much as possible of the root systems of weeds to the 
desiccating power of the sun. Crisscross plowing would have been more 
effective, but it was impossible, owing to the ridges and trenches created 
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by the heavy plow.?? Labor-intensive weeding during the growing season 
might have helped solve the problem of cleaning; and small plots, espe- 
cially gardens, were subjected to this technique.*4 Given labor costs (chil- 
dren could not be trusted as effective weeders) it was not ordinarily a 
viable option for large open fields. 

What farmers! customary techniques did accomplish was a relative 
cleaning of the soil. This fact, it turns out, had an indirect advantage. It 
meant that the fields could not be exhausted, because so many nitrogen- 
fixing weeds were regularly enriching it. Gorse or furze (Ulex) and broom 
(Cytisus) were common bushy weeds in England and on the Continent; 
they were legumes, nitrogen-fixers. And even weeds that were not le- 
gumes were plowed in; in rotting they returned nitrogen to the soil. Medi- 
eval farmers would not have been aware of the paradoxical advantages of 
weeds, so they continued to labor to reduce weed regrowth. Their most 
effective technique in the great fields was the use of heavy broadcast seed- 
ing before weeds reestablished themselves in recently plowed fields, but 
even this only cut into weed regrowth. It did not eliminate it.?? 

It is significant in this respect that no medieval manual says precisely 
how much seed ought to be sown. Rustics were quite aware that if they 
sowed too little, the yield would be down as weeds choked out the crop. 
They were also aware that if they sowed too much and the crop took root, 
yields would be down as the individual plants of the crop itself would 
choke one another out. They therefore had to strike a balance depending 
on the field. The balance was a comfortable range of seed corn to acreage, 
since up to a point a reduction in the amount of seed corn planted would 
allow the plants that did take root to branch and produce additional ears 
(grain). The overall yield per acre might decline very slightly but still 
remain quite acceptable (within a normal range). It would take steep re- 
ductions in the amount of seed corn planted before the precipitous fall 
associated with too light seeding occurred; and, vice versa, it would take 
spectacular increases in the amount of seed corn broadcast before the 
dramatic falloff in yields associated with too heavy planting resulted. 
Most important, the preferred balance always tolerated a significant 
amount of weed regrowth and, therefore, prevented exhaustion.>® 

While gross yield was most profoundly influenced by cleaning and 
seed-to-acre ratios, other factors influenced net yields even in basically 
good years:?7 hail at harvesttime that beat the grain to the ground and 
made it irrecoverable;?? vermin and the supply of cats to control them;?? 
smuts, molds, mildew, and rusts;?? and the human factors that under- 
mined at least recorded yields. These last included children's and scare- 
crows' ineffectiveness at keeping birds away from the fields immediately 
after the crops’ ripening, as well as “theft and fraud . . . and [the quality 
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of the] threshing gang.”*! In this potpourri of causes for poor yields, a 
questionable and at worst slight depletion of nitrogen was not decisive. 

If medieval rustics could not have brought about the general exhaus- 
tion of the soil had they set out to do so, what explains rotation and 
fallowing, which are usually taken as proof of concerns over exhaustion? 
In the first place, one would have to show that rotation and fallowing 
significantly—indeed, steadily—increased in the early to mid-thirteenth 
century to compensate for exhaustion or, failing an increase in these prac- 
tices, that new techniques were introduced which accomplished what in- 
creased fallowing and rotation were supposed to accomplish for lands 
already long under cultivation. One would also have to show that as 
demand continued to increase from the growing population, this “com- 
mon sense” about fallowing was put aside in the misguided effort to meet 
demand and benefit from high prices. In fact, no one has persuasively 
made such a case. 

Campbell and Stacey have suggested that the introduction into En- 
gland of vetches (Vicia), a pealike crop or, rather, set of crops, was a 
thirteenth-century innovation.*? If this had been the case, it could be ar- 
gued that vetches were being employed to return nitrogen to the “ex- 
hausted” soil. (As a weed it was doing so independent of cultivation.) 
Unfortunately for this argument, Currie has shown definitively that 
Campbell and Stacey are in error. Vetches had been planted for a millen- 
nium in England. 

It could still be possible that the already diffuse growing of vetches, 
“hitched, like the peas, on the fallow field,"^? became more widespread 
and intensive in the course of the expansion of arable in the thirteenth 
century and, indeed, became sufficiently widespread and intensive to de- 
mand soil exhaustion as an explanation for its diffusion and its ever 
thicker hitching onto a contracting fallow. But that possibility remains to 
be verified. It certainly does not jump out from the estate or manorial 
records. Indeed, Campbell, in responding to Currie, more or less con- 
ceded that diffusion on the scale necessary to make this argument did not 
occur until after 1350, a period of catastrophic population decline.^* 

Rotation and fallowing were practiced, in fact, not primarily in order 
to preserve the long-term fertility of the soil, but to restore chemical bal- 
ances that were temporarily upset by monoculture in particular fields. 
Farmers would not have explained their habits this way, but they would 
have said that sowing the same crop without respite made for *bad 
corn," that is, it gave rise to diseases or stunting which they could avoid 
by fallowing or planting a different crop. 

To be sure, despite the unconvincing assertions about general soil ex- 
haustion, a great deal of truth remains in the old orthodoxies. For exam- 
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ple, proportional yields certainly did go down in the course of the thir- 
teenth century (though not everywhere).*° Partly this was a result of 
older, once superfertile, assarts’ declining to their natural fertility; partly 
it resulted from changes in the balance of mixed (pastoral/arable) farming 
and the consequent decrease in available manure for certain of the newer 
fields (that is, those recently brought into cultivation) that were deemed 
to need and targeted for very heavy manuring.* But not all the new fields 
(even leaving aside converted pasture) were light-soiled, relatively in- 
fertile, and, therefore, in need of more manuring than land already in 
cultivation. Some of the new fields were carved out of lands with excep- 
tionally heavy soils. These were oftentimes marvelously high in natural 
fertility and were made artificially higher by slash-and-burn assarting. 
The problem was to capitalize on this fertility, for these soils were even 
harder than existing arable to plow. Consequently, grain yields on both 
types of new lands were low.*7 When many of these lands were with- 
drawn from cultivation during and after the ecological disasters of 1315- 
1322, proportional yields obviously went up. Early scholars looking at 
the figures on yields alone believed that there must have been dramatic 
improvements in techniques of husbandry to account for these in- 
creases.^? They were wrong. 

By convention, the recently assarted lands of the late thirteenth and 
early fourteenth centuries (especially those with light soils) are referred to 
and have been referred to above as *marginal." Yet here again there is a 
danger, in the uncritical acceptance of the orthodoxies, of missing some 
significant complications to the situation. For example, in certain small, 
thinly settled regions of Gelderland, of the northern part of what is now 
Belgium, and of northwestern Germany, although the soil was not light, 
its physical quality was poor and its nutrients varied from poor to ade- 
quate. The problem was that there was no way to exploit the nutrients 
that were available (had the farmers realized they were there); good crops 
simply would not grow on the compacted mass. This seems a classic case 
of marginal land. However, farmers came up with an extraordinary tech- 
nique, plaggen soiling, which probably would not have been possible in 
more densely populated regions where pressure on resources was greater. 
*Often annually" they overlaid the base soil *with a mixture of animal 
dung and heather turves, together with . . . grass sods, forest litter, peat, 
clay or sand." Over the years they literally created a carpet of new and far 
less marginal soil, though to maintain its chemical sufficiency required 
regular and very heavy manuring.^? 

Other lands deemed marginal in a production sense were also not nec- 
essarily “economically” marginal. For example, light, nutrient-poor soil 
near a rapidly expanding town could be used to grow a grain crop to 
supply the town (as long as the return on seed corn was greater than 
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about 1.2:1 and prices were high), whereas rich soil, at a distance and 
with transportation costs high, might never be sown with grain until 
transportation difficulties and high costs were overcome, say, through the 
building of a canal or road or the suppression of tolls. Properly speaking, 
one should describe the relatively more fertile lands as economically mar- 
ginal in or for grain production.?? Other factors can marginalize lands of 
high natural fertility as well: (1) popular attachment to rural customs that 
in general protect rustics from exploitation but that also inhibit techno- 
logical innovation (a variation on the suggestion that to some degree 
peasants help bring famines on themselves); and (2) atavistic lordship, 
which may have the same inhibiting effect or may insist on such high rents 
that rustics abandon their holdings.?! An example of such atavism is the 
case of an agricultural regime that depends on corvée or involuntary 
labor for the cultivation of the lands (demesnes) held directly by lords. 
Laborers’ resistance to the corvées at the very times their own lands need 
plowing or harvesting can marginalize demesne production.?? 

So, for many reasons, yields were low long before the heavy and persis- 
tent rains of 1315 began to wreak havoc on them.” It was not the case 
that the quality of the weather merely made effective planting and har- 
vesting physically difficult or washed away the crops; the rain also 
leeched nitrates from the soil.?* Depleted in this way the soil was less than 
ideal for effective crop growth. What the wet weather was ideal for was 
plant diseases—especially molds, rusts, and mildews—that were peren- 
nial, if usually less ubiquitous, problems.» If, because yields were already 
low, real disaster could have come from even modest proportional de- 
clines, the wet weather and its pathological consequences in 1315 and 
1316 assured that the declines were anything but modest. According to 
one chronicler, crops simply did not ripen in 1315, and therefore, accord- 
ing to another, there was far less bread than usual to be had.?6 Several 
others used these or comparable words with conviction and horror about 
this and the next harvest.7 Still others lamented the stunted crops almost 
as if there were no harvests at all.?$ And, of course, these and similar 
conditions persisted during most of the next twelve harvests—spring (for 
winter wheat) and autumn—from 1316 through the fall of 1321 and 
often beyond.?? 

Documentary evidence, though incomplete, is nevertheless copious 
and arresting. Let us begin with wheat in England and again the most 
famous data, those of the Winchester manors, assembled by Titow. They 
show that, after the long and relatively stable returns from old fields in the 
thirteenth century, wheat yields from 1315 and several years thereafter 
on the Winchester estates were usually far more than 15 percent below 
normal.9? This means a reduction from 3:1 (if we take that as modal) to 
2.6:1. Interpreting the Winchester data is not unproblematical, and schol- 
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ars differ considerably on how to calculate yields especially during the 
famine; but all agree on the precipitous fall in the period. Slicher van 
Bath, who preferred to see a yield of 4:1 as normal for a wheat harvest on 
the eve of the famine, believed that the famine harvests fell to about 2:1 
or 2.5:1.61 

Data from the Winchester and Westminster manors (the latter returns 
being more fragmentary), aggregated by David Farmer, show wheat 
yields as 64.1 percent, 55.9 percent, and 87.5 percent of mean yields in 
1315, 1316, and 1317 respectively, the 55.9 percent figure for 1316 being 
the lowest in the entire period from 1271 to 1410.62 In East Anglian 
Breckland Mark Bailey documents a 20 percent drop in yields.6? And in 
Cuxham, Oxfordshire, in 1316 and 1317 wheat yields were respectively 
33 percent and 29 percent below the mean computed from available data 
from 1307 to 1323.64 Computed decennially, aggregate yields during the 
decade 1310-1319 in Cuxham were 19 percent below the mean from 
1289 to 1359, and 33 percent below the average yields of the decade 
before.® Finally, Ian Kershaw's study of Bolton Priory, a northern En- 
glish house of Austin canons, provides evidence of a decline at times to 
yields below 1:1, less grain harvested than sown, with overall yields dur- 
ing the famine being reduced by 50 percent.96 Returns of the tithe (paid in 
kind by rustics as a percentage of the harvest) suggest that peasants' har- 
vests may have been even worse in the environs of the priory.$7 

So much for wheat, which one expects to fare badly from heavier-than- 
normal rain. Reductions in the yields of beans and peas from 4:1 to 3:1, 
and at some famine harvests to as low as 1:1, are also attested, the heavi- 
ness of the downpours and the inadequate opportunity for drainage caus- 
ing the seeds to swell, float, burst above ground, and become susceptible 
to vermin.68 Barley and oats might be expected to have fared less badly in 
the first three years than wheat and beans (they were typically more sensi- 
tive to drought than to rain), except that it was not a question merely of 
heavy rain and poor drainage, but, as noted, of incessant rain, which 
made it difficult for both barley and oats even to take root, let alone 
mature and be effectively harvested. Consequently, their failure, too, if 
not in quite the proportions seen in wheat, is recorded in these wet 
years.© Barley in 1315, 1316, and 1317 had yields of 86.9 percent, 69.7 
percent, and 80.2 percent of mean on the Winchester/Westminster es- 
tates. Oats, to more or less complete the picture for major grains in En- 
gland, had yields of 80.9 percent, 66.8 percent, and 78.3 percent of mean 
during these three years.70 

It may be silly, as Henry Osmaston has chided, to try to calculate the 
probability of such bad grain harvests; and precisely for trying to do so 
Osmaston belittles G. H. Dury, who asserts that one could not expect so 
bad a year as 1316, the worst year, more than once every eight centu- 
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ries.”! But the point of Dury’s efforts is worth repeating. England never 
saw a similar subsistence catastrophe in cereals during the whole of the 
Middle Ages. 

The same may be said of northern Europe in general. Consider, for 
example, Germanic-speaking regions in Scandinavia and elsewhere on 
the Continent. Research on Norwegian corn harvests has had to depend 
on evidence from the payment of tithes rendered in kind; and there is no 
smooth extrapolation from such data to yields. Nonetheless, Kare Lun- 
den has argued strongly that with manipulation they do provide us with 
a good approximation of the curve of Norwegian yields, which turn out 
to have decided secular parallels with the Winchester yields.”2 It is less 
easy to be sure about year-by-year parallels for Norway and England, but 
a wider variety of evidence from the region around Braunschweig in cen- 
tral Germany points to a positive annual correlation of Continental and 
English production. This evidence has been meticulously assembled by 
Hartmut Hoffmann from the sources related to the holdings of the cathe- 
dral chapter of Saint Blasius of Braunschweig. His investigation led him 
to conclude that even if one were to consider average harvests of the first 
half of the fourteenth century as normal (although in fact they were far 
below by thirteenth-century standards), “the catastrophic harvest of 
1316 stands out.” 73 

A recent study of northern French Benedictine priories argues also in 
favor of a significant reduction in grain yields in 1315-1317. As in the 
case of the Norwegian and German evidence the argument turns, not on 
recorded yields, but on collections of grain from those who owed pay- 
ments in kind. In any year a reduction in such collections from a “nor- 
mal” mean might have nothing to do with a decline in yields per se. But 
in the absence of raiding parties or a breakdown in government, a truly 
calamitous decline in collections has a greater likelihood of pointing to a 
harvest shortfall. The region in the near north of Paris was subject to 
neither raiding parties nor a significant breakdown in government in 
1316 and 1317; yet the evidence from the priory of Saint-Arnoul in this 
region suggests a decline in collections of grain of about 50 percent.74 

Grains (along with beans and peas) were not the only crops that failed. 
The vintage, too, was far below normal. Ordinarily, of course, one can- 
not extrapolate from the harvest to the vintage, for what counts in terms 
of yield of grapes, and quality of wine for that matter, is sometimes only 
a few weeks, not necessarily continuous, of precisely appropriate 
weather—rainy at some times, sunny at others." And whereas high grain 
prices usually relate to declines in production, population being constant, 
high wine prices may mask steady or even increased production that is 
more than compensated for by increased demand because quality is 
higher than normal.’ This, however, was not the case during the Great 
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Famine. The rains were too steady and too hard."7 Moreover, particular 
kinds of downy mildews specific to grapes *rapidly reproduce" in very 
wet weather and spoil yields.78 

As even non-French chroniclers had heard, the weather in France (by 
which authors mean the north of the country) in 1315 and again in 1316 
had ruined the vintage with regard to quantity. *There was a great failure 
of wine in France,” wrote one chronicler under the earlier year.”? “There 
was no wine in the whole kingdom of France," wrote a different commen- 
tator in describing 1316.89 Bretons complained that the vintages were late 
and the resulting wines harsh.?! 

Contemporary Frenchmen themselves lamented the vintages. The vines 
*did not reach their proper maturity" is a sentence repeated time and 
again by contemporary and near contemporary reporters under the year 
1315.82 That the times saw a “complete and otherwise unheard-of failure 
of wine not only in quantity, but also in quality" is another sentiment 
shared widely by these narrative sources.5? Everywhere, the chroniclers 
insist, the vintage was a disaster in France and its environs.9^ 

Careful scholarly work has borne out these assertions. Thus the vine- 
yards of the abbey of Vaux de Cernay, southwest of Paris, which had 
holdings in Vernon and Mantes in Normandy, in Jouy in the Beauce, and 
in a dozen other places on the southern side of the Seine and in the Gáti- 
nais, suffered three bad vintages in 1314, 1315, and 1316; abundance did 
not return until the 1320s.8° In the environs of the Benedictine priory of 
Saint-Arnoul—where grain yields, as we surmised, declined by 50 percent 
in the early years of the famine—collections of wine from those who 
owed levies in kind appear to have suffered an 80 percent decline by 
1317.86 The Benedictine priory of Coincy in the same region north of 
Paris evidences a similar story of decline.” Presumably, as in the case of 
grain collections, when we discount other causal factors (which, in these 
cases, do not seem to apply), such precipitous declines resulted from dis- 
astrously low production of grapes. 

In 1867 a German antiquarian named Friedrich Dochnal began to 
publish the fruit of his researches into the local records of Neustadt on the 
Hardt, a small Palatinate town where wine was produced. Although he 
wanted to write an annalistic history of the town, his principal interest 
was in recording for posterity all that could be known about the 
“Weinjahre”—good and bad. Since 1867 Neustadt may not have suf- 
fered as much as have many German towns from wars and other depreda- 
tions, but still much has been lost; so Dochnal's Chronik is a precious 
source.?? The litany of troubles he incorporated from his sources from 
1316 to 1322, and indeed until 1327, agrees with that in the contempo- 
rary records we have looked at from other regions: bitter winters, deep 
snows, long periods of dampness, high prices, famine, claims of deserted 
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villages, abandoned fields.®? But his discoveries about the vintage are 
equally informative. The year 1316 produced “a trifling quantity of 
wine”; 1317, “very little wine.” The next year saw a brief recovery in 
quantity and quality, but in 1319 the wine was bad (“sour,” as he put it), 
and it was bad again in 1320 when the whole year was wet, and prices 
rose and would not go down. If 1321 (and probably 1322) saw improve- 
ment, 1323 was devastating; the winter was so bitter that rootstocks died. 
It does not seem to have been until 1325, 1326, and 1327 that there was 
again an uninterrupted series of abundant vintages, but Dochnal’s re- 
searches convinced him that in quality they were bad or worse than bad. 
Only in 1328, some six years after the famine in general had abated, 
could he summarize his sources with the words “very much and excep- 
tionally good wine.” ”° 


While crops were failing, signs of a parallel crisis among flocks and herds 
began to appear?! Contemporary and near contemporary sources de- 
scribe a situation in which the terrible weather (1315-1318) ushered in or 
laid the foundation for fatal diseases—“murrains,” from Latin mori, to 
die—of epizootic proportions.?? Among draft animals the murrains af- 
fected bovines and among food animals, sheep and cows. But how impor- 
tant were these murrains? In many parts of rural northern Europe where 
animal husbandry was the principal enterprise, they were critical, and 
even in grain-farming areas the murrains could have wide implications. In 
the latter, for example, the ox, a castrated bull (not a separate species of 
bovine as in parts of eastern Europe and beyond), dominated as the plow 
beast. With oxen yoked in pairs and up to four pairs necessary to pull the 
heavy plows, the plow teams were sometimes made up by the contribu- 
tion of individual animals owned by several families who plowed their 
strips together (that is, practiced co-aration). In areas of dairy farming, 
pastoral agriculture, and mixed husbandry, the ox was frequently dis- 
placed by the horse, which was stronger, or by another equine. This de- 
velopment was possible thanks to the diffusion of an improved, nonstran- 
gulating, horse collar in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 

The balance between the use of the horse and that of the ox was, how- 
ever, based on a complex series of calculations. Oxen either grazed or ate 
hay and straw, far cheaper than oats, the preferred provender of horses 
even if they also grazed. Oxen lick themselves a great deal and are subject 
to hairballs, but otherwise are liable to far fewer diseases and pathologi- 
cal conditions than are horses, which have a particular susceptibility to 
colic. Oxen could be stubborn, but they were usually steady under the 
hand of a good plowman and his boy with a goad. Horses—that is, mares 
and geldings used in plowing—could be extremely temperamental. Fi- 
nally, an old ox, no longer fit for the plow, was prized as food.?? Turned 


36 “UNHEARD-OF AMONG LIVING MEN” 


out to pasture and fattened, it could fetch a price as high “as a healthy 
young one.”?* Broken-down nags, by and large, were not eaten by medi- 
eval rustics but could be slaughtered for glue (hooves), horsehair, hide, 
and dog and pig food. 

Because of these considerations and others, oxen turned out to be more 
economical than horses for plowing on the demesnes of manors, where it 
was possible to discount hay and straw; and it was perceived so. Smaller 
farmers (peasant holders), however, particularly in regions of mixed hus- 
bandry, found the horse more economical, partly because they could not 
so readily discount hay and straw as a negligible expense (so the use of 
oats for feed was not fiscally irresponsible) and partly because the horse 
was a more versatile animal. Given the limited amount of plowing it had 
to do on very small peasant holdings and the speed with which it could do 
it, a horse was available and convenient for many other tasks that an ox 
could not accomplish so efficiently, especially hauling and personal 
travel.?5 Indeed, a good argument has been crafted that the substitution 
of horse hauling for other traditional forms of hauling helped spur eco- 
nomic growth over the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.?6 Finally, percep- 
tive rustics who appreciated the economics of war knew that even a pretty 
miserable horse could fetch a fair price when armies on the march needed 
to replace wounded, exhausted, or dead animals. The point is that 
throughout northern Europe there were always to be found large num- 
bers of both oxen and horses in the High Middle Ages. And this is criti- 
cally important for the present discussion, since the particular diseases 
that characterized the murrains of the famine years had a differential im- 
pact on the two species. 

The best work suggests that the initial and principal pestilential disease 
was rinderpest.?7 Another, less likely, suggestion is that it was anthrax.?® 
However, pigs were not affected in the beginning; yet anthrax, character- 
ized by malignant pustules of the skin, ordinarily numbers pigs among its 
victims.?? Rinderpest, on the other hand, was a disease of ruminants (not 
swine or equines), and all the evidence indicates that ruminants made up 
the affected species. It was a terribly devastating disease, which ran its 
course in an infected animal over the period of a week or so. The animal 
initially manifests discharges around the nose, mouth, and eyes; these 
early symptoms (which sometimes are not conspicuous) are succeeded by 
astonishing stench, recurrent debilitating and explosive diarrhea (with 
consequent dehydration), and, perhaps most arresting, tenesmus—the 
painful struggle of the beast to defecate even when nothing remains to be 
voided. Death is followed by very rapid putrefaction. 

It was hard to forgo salvaging the valuable hides of the dead animals 
before disposal, but fear of contamination was very great. A party to a 
dispute heard before an English court in the Hilary Term (January) 1316 
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grounds his defense in the expectation that judges and jurors would view 
his refusal to skin an infected animal as justifiable.!°° Burning, presum- 
ably, would be the preferred method of disposal of such carcasses. Burial, 
however, seems also to have been practiced where continuous rains made 
outdoor fires difficult to sustain. Sometimes infected animals were simply 
thrown into deep abandoned wells. England and Germany furnish exam- 
ples of these methods.101 

The decline in the ruminant population from the pestilence was com- 
pounded in the period 1315-1318 by two other problems. First, in many 
places the persistent dampness meant that even if it was possible to mow 
the meadows, it was difficult to cure (dry) the hay in the fields. On the one 
hand, to store uncured hay was to invite rotting and, worse, a buildup of 
heat and methane gas from the rotting hay, a buildup which by igniting 
any grain, straw, or hay that did manage to dry out would bring about 
the conflagration of wooden barns. (Even in normal periods grain in stor- 
age had to be turned as many as four times per year to prevent rotting and 
its consequences.)!9 On the other hand, there were no facilities adequate 
to cure the hay artificially in sufficient quantities. There is no doubt that 
in areas where overcast and foggy conditions were normally endemic, 
kilns, drying ovens, and curing houses had long been in use.10 But under 
the circumstances of the famine these were used for damp or under- 
ripened grain rather than for animal fodder, as English, French, German, 
and Irish evidence indicates.!04 

The second problem compounding the loss of sheep and cattle from the 
pestilence was the terrible winter cold that endured for so long especially 
in 1317/1318. Stores of fodder were already low because of natural con- 
ditions; they were possibly artificially low because of severe econo- 
mies.105 When these ran out, animal food in general became unavailable. 
Consequently, strong animals that might otherwise have survived the pes- 
tilence grew weak from malnutrition or were put to pasture in warm 
spells that did not last. They froze on moors and heaths. “Evil was added 
to evil.” 196 

If to some extent all herds, even nonruminants, suffered, sheep suffered 
uncommonly from this weather.107 The perpetual rains encouraged liver- 
fluke, an infestation of parasitic worms, which has been shown to be 
“particularly closely related to the amount of rainfall between May and 
October.” The cold, more especially the terrible cold of the winter of 
1317/1318, had a devastating impact on mortality, as we might expect 
since good modern observations have shown that “temperatures during 
the first three months of the year are closely related to mortality in sheep 
flocks.” Lambing is always difficult, but “prolonged snow and frosts in 
particular can cause mortality to soar and lambing success to fall 
away.” 108 
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In northern France one chronicler, appalled at the description of the 
rain and the harvest shortfalls that he had read and copied from one of his 
predecessors, was able to add that the great dying of the beasts was an- 
other of the calamities that beset his people.10 In the north of England, 
the flocks of the Austin canons of Bolton Priory in 1316/1317 fell from 
over 3,000 animals to 913.110 On manors in Breckland, East Anglia, by 
the early 1320s sheep flocks had declined as much as 25 percent or 50 
percent owing to the unexpected damp and cold and also to the effects 
immediately thereafter of droughts and additional murrains.!!! Else- 
where sheep and goat flocks fell as much as 70 percent.!!? There was a 
“great pestilence of oxen and cattle,” as the chroniclers sum up the crisis, 
in Germany, France, and England.!!3 Temporarily, however, Ireland at 
least escaped.114 

Later murrains that “endured a long time” (1319-1322) followed the 
wet-weather pestilences.!!? These were also basically cattle murrains and 
were as severe as the earlier scourges, or more so in some areas.!!6 Rin- 
derpest and whatever other diseases might have flourished with it from 
1319 to 1322. caused another grievous decline in Bolton's herds: oxen 
declined from 139 to 53 and other cattle from 225 to 31.117 Other figures 
accumulated by Kershaw show declines of herds from 54 head to 6, from 
47 to 2, from 65 to 9, from 186 to 64, and from 80 or so to 27. Possibly 
not all of these deaths were from disease, but more than a fair number 
explicitly were. For example, in the herd reduced to 64 head from 186, at 
least 32 of the animals are explicitly recorded as having died from dis- 
ease.!!? Cattle herds on some Breckland manors declined in similar pro- 
portions.!!? Recovery in the size of herds, however, was fairly quick in 
the middle and late 1320s, wherever stewards and peasant proprietors 
found the funds to invest in restocking.!2° Unfortunately, funds were not 
always available, and full recovery could be delayed ten or twenty years, 
or even longer.!?! 

Near Ely, where animal mortality appears also to have been high, the 
fall in the number of draft animals and possibly the concomitant loss of 
animal fertilizer led to a reduction on one manor of from 12 percent to 17 
percent of the arable under cultivation.!?? The manors of the great fief or 
honour of Tutbury in Derbyshire experienced a “severe shortage of 
stock" and a decline in arable (presumed from the decline in plow teams), 
but no effective compensation in pasture, because of the limited need of 
the depleted herds.125 Ramsey Abbey manors in 1319 experienced cata- 
strophic declines in the cattle herds: from 48 to 6, from 45 to 2, and so 
forth.124 The size of sheep flocks also endured what has been termed a 
“considerable drop” on the manors.!2° 

Evidence from Wales points also to a devastating attack of cattle mur- 
rain in these years.!26 And good evidence confirms the same for Ireland 
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where the murrain, probably aggravated by anthrax in this instance, fi- 
nally arrived in 1321, traveling from England or Wales.127 There may 
have been severe localized outbreaks of cattle murrains in the thirteenth 


century but nothing so general or so ruinous as the epizootic described 
here. !28 


A last point. One of the most arresting consequences of the failure of the 
harvests and the depletion of flocks and herds was the disappearance in 
many manorial accounts (the examples come from England) of the entries 
known as responsiones, estimates of the coming year’s yields of grain and 
other products, like milk. This important accounting technique, which 
made relatively long-term planning possible, disappeared from many ma- 
norial account books and rolls after the three melancholy years 1315- 
1317.12? It had become presumptuous to predict a “response” to the la- 
borious efforts of men and women to keep from starving. 
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PRICES AND WAGES 


Y THE EARLY fourteenth century prices and wages in the econ- 

omy of northern Europe were genuinely responsive to supply and 

demand, despite the continuing ideological hegemony of the doc- 
trine of the just price. One reason for the increasing importance of what 
might be called “market forces” over the course of the twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries was the development of the northern European economy 
into a far more integrated structure of exchange than had been character- 
istic earlier. The very existence of this structure implied that older, tradi- 
tional notions of exchange were under stress. This was probably much 
more the case in the growing towns, where, for example, disputes about 
the right to charge interest were bitter, but it undoubtedly affected rural 
areas. For in the countryside, also, a much more sophisticated system of 
commercial exchange was emerging.! 

Assessing the sophistication and level of integration of this system is 
not easy.” One set of attempts has been based on extrapolations from the 
transportation infrastructure. Based in part on references in charters to 
the travel of goods and people, efforts have been made to map harbors 
and coastal havens and the road, bridge, river, and canal systems of the 
Middle Ages in, among other regions, Britain, France, and Germany? 
Measuring the topographical thickness and thinness of these systems over 
time allows scholars to identify regional patterns of trade and to chart the 
expansion or contraction of networks. 

Robert-Henri Bautier has shown that there were systematic attempts to 
extend the length of navigable rivers in northern France in the thirteenth 
and early fourteenth centuries. The Seine, which was navigable for barges 
only to Nogent for most of the Middle Ages, seems to have been im- 
proved sufficiently to allow shipping to Troyes, an addition of well over 
fifty kilometers, during the first decade of the fourteenth century; the 
Durtain, a river of less significance in Champagne, was improved suffi- 
ciently to serve Provins effectively and thus further integrate the region 
during the same period.* In England, it has been argued, “few places 
[were]... more than 15 miles from the coast or a navigable river” in the 
High Middle Ages.? Although this conclusion has been challenged as an 
exaggeration, even the challenger allows that large parts of England, es- 
pecially the populous eastern regions, enjoyed well-integrated water 
transport networks.® 
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As with river transport, so with bridges. Peter Goodfellow, in a study 
of Northamptonshire medieval bridges (terminal date 1500), finds that 
fully forty-five of the ninety or so bridges in that English county for which 
evidence has survived seem to have been in place before 1322. Although 
the data also reveal processes of deterioration and rebuilding (nothing 
was static), the lasting impression is of a well-bridged, therefore well- 
integrated, area.’ The findings of a more general study of England dem- 
onstrate that many rivers were bridged every ten miles or so (largely obvi- 
ating the traditional use of fords) and that the bridges were mostly of 
stone, well-constructed and wide enough for effective carriage.? 

Of course, not every bridge was in constant use and not every naviga- 
ble river was navigated at all times. Moreover, long stretches of coastline 
could be unfit for the collection or discharge of goods.? Consequently, it 
is good that evidence of infrastructure can be supplemented with volumi- 
nous information on tolls. This information, to cite the case of the Meuse 
River in the Low Countries as one illustration, points in the direction of 
widespread and intensive utilization of the waterways for transport of 
goods in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries—far in excess of 
that associated with earlier medieval commerce.!° 

Another common measure of economic integration draws on data doc- 
umenting the proliferation of weekly or periodic markets.!! In late Anglo- 
Saxon England, although there was a lingering “attachment to self-suffi- 
ciency," marketing seems to have been spurred by the impact of the Viking 
invasions, as the need to buy off or fight the invaders led to higher levels 
of administrative organization and economic cooperation among the in- 
digenous peoples.!2 The configurations (spatial and temporal) of this 
Anglo-Saxon tradition of marketing partly laid the foundation for the 
geographical patterning of new markets in the twelfth century.!? By the 
thirteenth century, however, these patterns were ruptured, if not entirely 
replaced, by a tremendous expansion of local markets (or, rather, grants 
of markets, since not all the markets that were planned succeeded).!4 Ac- 
cording to one count “3,000 grants of markets were obtained from the 
Crown” in the thirteenth century, a fact that has been taken to be “a clear 
indication of the expansion of the rural economy.”!* The same author 
conjoins to this observation the fact that the period 1154-1250 witnessed 
the establishment of eighty-eight new (often seigneurial) towns in En- 
gland, whose networks of exchanges of labor, goods, and money consti- 
tuted central markets for rural areas even in the absence of formal 
confirmation. !6 

A study of markets in Essex reveals that of seventy-eight known mar- 
kets in existence in the county before 1350, seventy-five were chartered or 
were in operation in 1322 or before. The siting of these markets, as we 
might well expect, was exquisitely coordinated with “main” roads and, 
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to a lesser extent, coastal havens.!7 A mapping of chartered markets in 
Northamptonshire for the thirteenth century shows that if the catchment 
area for a market was approximately six and two-thirds miles, then per- 
haps as many as half the residents of the county had easy access to three 
different markets, and as many as 20 percent were conveniently situated 
to attend four? The six-and-two-thirds-mile radius chosen in the 
Northamptonshire study was drawn from the great legal treatise conven- 
tionally attributed to Bracton. It intoned against too closely situated mar- 
kets.1? A wonderful court case from the midcentury shows that this theo- 
retical reconstruction is by no means misleading: a farmer in Berkshire, in 
one breath, claimed that the raising of dikes in Sheford, presumably part 
of a reclamation effort, was a nuisance that prevented him from going 
from his home in Oakhanger to attend Lambourn market; their erection, 
he added in the next breath, also interfered with his traveling from home 
to Hungerford market. The court ordered the dikes cast down.?? 

What applied to markets also applied to fairs, the grand emporia to 
which merchants from much wider geographical circles traveled.21 These, 
too, experienced a long spurt of new foundations in thirteenth-century 
England.?? They had become so dense and so frequent by the time the 
economy slowed in the second half of the century that the English crown 
had to be stingier in its grants of new fairs.?3 

Ireland and Brittany experienced a similar, if more modest, expansion 
of markets. Research on Irish *towns" (a misnomer, in many cases, for 
villages writ large) has documented the existence of about 350 in the year 
1300.?^ Only 25 of these could be classified as real urban centers. The 
others were hubs of rural marketing.2$ Although in a handful of cases 
these rural nodes of commerce went back to the pre-Norman or Viking 
period in Irish history, over 300 were Anglo-Norman foundations.26 
Their distribution was much more skewed than was the case in England. 
The heaviest concentration was in the southeast from the Shannon to 
St. George's Channel, although there was also a long string extending 
northward along the entire eastern seaboard by the year 1300.27 

Apart from a handful of large coastal settlements, Brittany, before the 
eleventh century, had only ten *towns." As in Ireland these were not 
towns as we would classify them: they were rural market centers. The 
eleventh and twelfth centuries saw a startling expansion in the number of 
these markets in pace with the spread of castles and abbeys into the coun- 
tryside. Fifty-seven new market towns seem to have been established in 
these years. Unlike the English pattern and, to some extent, the Irish, 
foundation of new centers fell off considerably in the thirteenth century, 
but most of the settlements already established by 1225 continued at least 
to function during the thirteenth century.?? Brittany never became as well 
integrated economically as England or western Ireland in the Middle 
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Ages, but its economy by 1300 was not constituted from production and 
consumption in a handful of isolated self-sustaining fishing and farming 
hamlets. 

The expansion of markets and rural fairs was typical of other parts of 
northern France as well,2° although we know far less about the fairs than 
might be hoped.?? In any case, Lucien Musset has shown that already by 
the end of the twelfth century *une population fondamentalement ru- 
rale" in Normandy “pouvait participer au mouvement général des 
échanges," thanks to the proliferation of markets.?! The creation of these 
markets continued apace in the thirteenth century, before what seems to 
have been a complete cessation in the fourteenth.?? The markets of Nor- 
mandy—as well as of the county of Maine, as Robert Latouche demon- 
strated—were in part associated with the growth of bourgs, which despite 
the name were often rural rather than urban centers.?? The growth curve 
of rural bourgs and markets is very similar.?* 

Another measure of the level of integration in the economy of northern 
France has sometimes been used, namely, the multiplication of rural com- 
munes. These communes, which proliferated in numbers in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, were communities of relative self-government in 
the French countryside, much like the urban communes in the north. 
Their political purpose, like that of the towns, is obvious and needs no 
comment, but this should not distract us from their economic function. 
The rural communes, again like their urban counterparts, enjoyed char- 
ters of franchise that established the legal environment for economic ex- 
change with restricted seigneurial privileges.*° 

There were, of course, isolated pays even within otherwise well-inte- 
grated regions of northern France, just as there were rugged regions else- 
where that were poorly served in terms of access to good thoroughfares 
and markets in the thirteenth century. Marshy regions were particularly 
isolated or only imperfectly integrated. Attempts at drainage and clear- 
ance were heroic but unequally successful because of technological limita- 
tions, and sometimes because of fierce resistance from the loners and rug- 
ged individualists who inhabited and exploited the wetlands.?6 The 
marshy country north of Saint-Omer is a case in point. Even though 
within the Saint-Omer region (and the whole Scheldt basin) there were 
extensive and intimate connections among castle towns, market towns, 
and villages, this particular marais down to the modern period remained 
cut off and economically self-sufficient, and its inhabitants remained en- 
dogamous.?7 The products of its husbandry—particularly fish and water- 
fowl—were less affected by the weather of 1315-1322 than was the pro- 
duce of areas of grain husbandry and livestock raising.%8 Therefore, there 
was no necessity for the inhabitants to strengthen their economic connec- 
tions with people living in villages beyond the great marsh. Nevertheless, 
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in the absence of necessity, there were incentives for contact. Fishermen, 
for example, could benefit from the high prices at Saint-Omer in these 
years. Victims of the high prices might retaliate by poaching on the edge 
of the marais. 

The German case—the expansion of markets in the west and their 
spread, and the spread of the infrastructure to support them efficiently in 
the east on the Slavic frontier—can serve to round off the discussion. In 
the western part of the country the process paralleled the expansion of 
seigneurial market towns (or villages) in England; there was probably a 
tenfold increase to perhaps as many as four thousand markets by 1300.3? 
This implantation of tiny towns (Kleinstddte) in various regions resulted 
from an expanding economy and consolidation of economic and political 
lordship in the countryside.* In one tiny district near the Ruhr, Halver- 
Schalksmühle, only about seventy-five square kilometers, thirty-three 
new settlements were probably established between 1050 and 1200, and 
as many as twenty-four more in the thirteenth century. (The growth con- 
tinued vigorously into the fourteenth century as well.)*! Along with the 
establishment of the settlements went a dense network of roads.* In 
Westphalia thirty new “towns” (mostly rather small rural market towns) 
were certainly founded from 1180 to 1240, thirty-one more from 1240 to 
1290, and thirty others (a great many of which were very tiny Min- 
derstädte) from 1290 to 1322. These numbers might rise a little if new 
information comes to light on some doubtful cases; also they do not in- 
clude an extremely small handful of failed foundations.^? The impression 
of a densely settled rural landscape is inescapable.*4 

Further east on the ever changing frontiers German developments had 
some similarities with those in Ireland. In both cases, alien, sometimes 
conquering, minorities were transforming preexisting, often unsophisti- 
cated economic arrangements. The fundamental change was the diffusion 
of open-field agriculture*° (whose social significance will be treated in 
subsequent chapters).*6 But also important and directly relevant to the 
discussion here was the transformation of indigenous road networks in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In western Poland, for example, the 
veritable obliteration of old networks took place in a process that began 
with the German Drang nach Osten.*’ As to markets the case is similar. 
The Slavic markets of the early Middle Ages in what became the duchy of 
Mecklenburg illustrate the point. They were infrequent and at substantial 
distances from one another. With Germanization came the proliferation 
of rural markets and market towns (as in Ireland, Brittany, and Nor- 
mandy, despite the word, these tended to be very small settlements).48 
Also as with the English in Ireland, the Germans’ creation of markets and 
their building of bridges tended to take place in fits and starts owing to 
political and military instability, not limited to that between Germans 
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and Slavs but including internecine strife within Slavic lordships and 
among German lords themselves.^? 

Ultimately, though with modest exceptions even in older settled re- 
gions (such as parts of eastern Franconia),?? Germans and western Slavs 
in general and in the Elbraum and Oderraum in particular managed to 
create a well-integrated economic system. The road network in 
Lauenburg (the once Slav-dominated territory bounded by the duchies of 
Holstein, Mecklenburg, and Braunschweig) grew dense and convenient 
for access to the three great towns of Lübeck, Lüneburg, and Hamburg.^! 
In Brandenburg (particularly the districts around what became Berlin) 
over two hundred new settlements seem to have been assarted from 
woodland and moraine in the period concerning us; and the region's pop- 
ulation rose from at most 10,000 in 1140 to 35,000-40,000 in 1240.52 
By the end of the century, this region was lightly embedded in interna- 
tional trade networks that, for instance, saw rye from the Berlin region 
available in Hamburg and for sale in Flanders.?? 

Suggestive as all this evidence is, it should nevertheless be treated with 
caution. As R. H. Britnell reminds us, the growing local integration does 
not mean that intermarket trade was being practiced in high volume; and 
not even all of the rural markets were fully monetized. Moreover, the 
expansion of rural fairs and the success of Brandenburg rye in the Low 
Countries notwithstanding, there was not much spin-off in developing 
interregional, let alone international, distribution networks. Insofar as 
these emerged, they usually tied together coastal towns. (The principal 
thirteenth-century exception was the network of fairs in inland Cham- 
pagne, but there we are talking in part about urban, not rural, fairs.) 
Foreign merchants and foreign goods rarely visited rural fairs and almost 
never rural markets, except near large coastal towns.°4 A good many of 
the inconsistencies that may be identified in the responsiveness of prices 
and wages in rural society to the subsistence crisis from 1315 onward go 
back to the limitations and “immaturity” of the structures of exchange. 


Let us now turn to details, beginning with prices, a subject about which 
far more is known than is known about wages. By and large, even cor- 
recting for what was a general rise in prices in the early fourteenth cen- 
tury,?? the ascent that occurred during the Great Famine all over northern 
Europe is astonishing. In France this increase occurred at a time when, for 
two reasons, deflation might otherwise have been expected. First, the 
kingdom was suffering the effects of the crown's recent reversal of a pol- 
icy by which the coinage had been overvalued; and, second, there was a 
net outflow of *silver and billon coinage" for the years 1312 to 1318 that 
was “said literally to have emptied the kingdom.”°® So the increase in 
prices is all the more remarkable. 
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The fundamental cause of the increase, of course, was the constriction 
of the harvests coupled with low disposable reserves. Schmitz is undoubt- 
edly correct that storage was not a factor in stabilizing prices before 1200 
and probably not much of a factor before 1300.57 Yet storage of any 
harvest for gradual consumption in the period before the next harvest, 
and of at least part of the seed corn (though most planting, to be sure, was 
done with recently harvested corn), meant that reserves in granaries were 
massive.?? Hence my use of the word disposable.5? Perceptions, of course, 
of what was disposable varied according to circumstances and traditional 
expectations of local consumption.60 

Other factors accentuated the rise in prices at specific times, such as the 
demand produced by war.°! The requisitioning of food for armies ele- 
vated prices paid for whatever was still available to the sedentary rural 
(and urban) population.62 In the event, few items were at all resistant to 
the rise in prices.© 

Recent work on markets and harvest or grain distribution failures em- 
phasizes the importance of these gross rises in prices as a positive factor 
in spreading the impact of the disasters. What high prices do is to force 
consumption among the vast majority of people downward to more mod- 
est levels and keep it there (“stabilize” it), so that available resources are 
more slowly depleted. High prices soon after a harvest failure or a distri- 
bution failure are also an economic good in that they provide consumers 
with an incentive to save, the counterpart of a reduction of consumption 
in the household. From this point of view, even hoarding or specula- 
tion—holding back grain to force prices higher—is an economic good; 
official intervention to discourage it permits “irrationally” rapid deple- 
tion of scarce resources.64 

Three factors, however, complicate this picture. First, few families 
forced to reduce consumption can have softened their anger at high prices 
because of the alleged benefits arising from slowing down the depletion of 
resources; long-term economic trends are not appreciated under intensive 
short-term pressures.9? Second, stabilization of consumption at “more 
modest" levels implies that normal consumption is capable of consider- 
able reduction without biological harm. But if the population is already 
subsisting at or near the threshold of biological success, *the case in favor 
of stabilization . . . break[s] down."66 It has been argued by most scholars 
that because of the demographic trends of the previous two centuries the 
northern European peasantry was fairly near that threshold in 1314, an 
issue to which we shall have to return.97 

Third, and equally important, it is not merely that grain prices, if al- 
lowed to, rise in a general harvest failure; prices of consumables are al- 
most always volatile—at least this was the case in the Middle Ages. The 
political economy of milling, for instance, was such that in places where 
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millers received a portion of the grain as remuneration for their work, it 
might be in their interest and power to manipulate supplies, forcing prices 
up.9? Yet other factors could abruptly reverse or weaken the climb in 
prices. Governments try to cap prices (and may do so effectively for food 
requisitioned for armies) or force rollbacks; ships arrive from abroad 
with grain; a second crop comes in with middling yields; rumors particu- 
larly can cause prices to plummet."? Glut buying then ensues. Individual 
attempts to keep consumption down will persist during these temporary 
price slumps as a hedge against the need to purchase during price heights. 
Such attempts, if successful, might well perpetuate levels of undernourish- 
ment that can produce long-term negative biological consequences.’! Pre- 
sumably, dramatically visible consequences of low consumption, like 
swelling of the belly (hunger edema), would induce families to increase 
their daily allotments during price slumps, but only to the degree that these 
gross symptoms of hunger were alleviated. Less obvious conditions could 
persist under even this moderately improved regime of consumption.”2 

It should be evident by now that the price levels of staples, primarily 
cereals, were critical, not only to the overall functioning of the economy, 
but also and in much more subtle ways than we might at first have sup- 
posed to the health or apparent health of the population. Let us begin by 
focusing on France: by and large cereal (or bread) prices rose dramatically 
beginning in 1315, according to the chroniclers.73 In 1316 the chroniclers 
also remark the “dearness of grain” in the kingdom.”4 In France, how- 
ever, despite the Herculean efforts of Avenel, the price tables in his mas- 
sive compendium give insufficient information for much precision on this 
matter during the famine. A common guess is that the general rise in 
prices in the first three years of the famine may have been as much as 800 
percent in the kingdom.76 

We noted, however, that volatility of prices, not just price rises, had to 
be considered in any evaluation of conduct during the famine. It is ex- 
traordinary that the volatility and the behavior predicted above in re- 
sponse to it are documented by a selection of French chroniclers under the 
year 1318, that is, after the three years of extremely high prices just re- 
marked. Prices also started out extremely high that year and in some 
places continued high throughout the year." But several chroniclers, in- 
cluding the one just cited, noted a wild plummeting in prices, in many 
districts of 70 percent, when the rumor spread that the harvests were 
going to be better. (It must have been a rumor, for these chroniclers insist 
that the decline occurred before the harvest was in.) They attributed the 
decline to God's intervention—to a latter-day multiplication of the 
loaves—because it took so little bread to satisfy the hungry people. What 
this means, of course, is that stomachs had shrunk, and that the rela- 
tive abundance of bread made the most obvious signs of malnutrition 
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vanish.’® Several of the chroniclers who tell the tale add a rhymester’s 
concoction, a little vernacular ditty that went about the country. A trans- 
lation that captures the exuberant flavor of the original seems almost im- 
possible, but the sentiment is simple: in 1318, before the vintage and the 
threshing, our champion, God, beat down the high prices everywhere.7? 

Outside of France the general trends were similar. In Flanders, the Low 
Countries, and the entire lower Rhine region in 1315 and 1316 contem- 
porary chroniclers alert us to the significant rise in prices: “there began a 
dearness of wheat . . . [and] from day to day the price increased.”80 The 
level of inflation was unheard-of.8! Wheat, rye, and barley soared in unit 
price in Gelderland.?? 

In the late Middle Ages and deep into the early modern period Ger- 
mans living as far apart as Bavaria and the Cracow region in modern 
Poland kept alive the memory of the high prices for grain that affected the 
empire beginning in 1315.83 Compiling florilegia of their predecessors’ 
accounts—many of which are no longer available—other chroniclers, 
like Heinrich Wendt who knew the Braunschweig sources thoroughly, 
noted vividly the extraordinary persistence of the inflation.84 Extremely 
fragmentary data from even further east, the Rostock region, suggest that 
because of the harvest shortfalls of 1315, prices of grains (the example is 
rye) could not return to *normal" after the cessation in 1314 of the local 
wars that had been driving them up for three years.?? 

In England chroniclers also remark the price rise. For example, the 
Stoneleigh chronicler of the late fourteenth century, working from earlier 
reports, concluded that a quarter of grain had risen to a phenomenal price 
in 1316.86 Fortunately, for England, too, details can be given to amplify 
the chroniclers’ expressions. In this regard, the early accumulation of 
(mainly urban) price data by Thorold Rogers is still valuable.87 Some 
additional, reasonably solid price data from estate fiscalia have also fairly 
recently been published, though skeptics about their reliability exist.$3 
Much comes from the Winchester estates. Taken together the data appear 
to show that the years 1310-1320 (in the whole period 1170-1347) ex- 
perienced the absolute peak for grain prices in general. Broken down for 
individual grains, the pattern is identical. Wheat prices from 1160 to 
1347 peaked in those years. The same was true of a much less widely 
grown grain, rye, in the period 1210-1347 for which prices are available. 
Price series for barley (1190-1347) and for oats (1170-1347) manifest 
the same peak. Even the price curve for peas (1190-1347) has its crest in 
the years 1310-1320.8° 

David Farmer's sophisticated study of the data from the Westminster 
estates (aggregated with that of the Winchester estates) also demonstrates 
that the price of cereals in the years 1315 and 1316 was the highest in the 
entire period between 1271 and 1410. Significant relief started in 1317 
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and was profound in 1318, though with some reversals in the droughts 
thereafter.?? Bruce Campbell’s study of Coltishall in Norfolk finds barley 
dear in 1314-1317 (1316 grain prices being on the average two and one- 
half times mean levels), relatively cheap in 1318, and extremely expensive 
again in 1321-1322. These price fluctuations can be correlated neatly 
with independent evidence of the quality of the local barley harvests: 
1314 saw what Campbell describes as a “partial” harvest; 1315 and 
1316 experienced a “total failure”; 1317 continued to be “deficient.” The 
rapid fall of prices in 1318 and the return to moderate price levels owing 
to better harvests were temporary phenomena, for 1321 and 1322 also 
saw crop failures.?! 

It is appropriate that we have been brought to the data on barley prices 
at the end of the previous paragraph. For, even broken down by grains, 
the price curves mask some differential rates of inflation, notably between 
wheat and barley (initial demand for barley being inferior, since it was 
“an aliment of substitution,” in Hugues Neveux’s words).?? Tactics for 
dealing with the famine based on recognition of these price differentials, 
as well as of differential yields, were fundamentally important and will be 
occupying our attention when we discuss the cost-of-living crisis in the 
next two chapters. 

If we turn our attention now from grain to other products, we will find 
similar patterns. For wine, it is usually difficult to coordinate production 
and prices with the general indications of weather given in medieval 
sources. Moreover, commercial activity has a much more stabilizing ef- 
fect on wine prices than on grain prices since wine ships well and stores 
well (though vintages were not intended as they now are to be reserved 
over several years or decades).?? All this being said, the Great Famine— 
which, as we saw in the last chapter, was characterized by catastrophes in 
grape production and wine quality—provoked a steep rise in prices com- 
mented on by the chroniclers.?* Alain George (following Guy Fourquin 
on production in the Paris basin) remarks a peak in prices that was 300 
percent above the lowest famine price.?? But note that the comparison 
here is not with an abstracted average price. George's point is that a steep 
rise in prices could be followed by a similarly steep decline. As with grain 
there was significant volatility (“en dents de scie") in prices.?6 

Production of salt also suffered a shortfall during the early years of the 
famine.?’ Even in high summer in the north, the sun alone was usually 
insufficient, between high tides, to bring about full evaporation of salt 
pans, the shallow fire-hardened sand-and-clay depressions that caught 
the receding sea. Any evaporation that would ordinarily have occurred 
was, of course, limited in 1315 and 1316 by the exceptionally overcast 
and rainy weather. The ancient technique of stoking fires along the sides 
of the salt pan to quicken evaporation was fuel intensive in the best of 
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times; in the drenching weather of 1315 and 1316 it was inefficient if not 
entirely ineffective.?® Using shallow metal pans to boil brine collected 
from the sea was another, and perhaps more common, way to produce 
salt in the north. Whether employing peat or wood, this too was fuel 
intensive.?? 

Nevertheless, these sources of salt, along with some salt wells and 
springs relatively near the coast, were the main sources for much of north- 
western Europe. In the thirteenth century this salt was widely traded by 
locals along inland saltways from the coast and, in a pattern somewhat 
similar to that for grain, by Hanse merchants along the Baltic and the 
Continental shores of the North Sea.!° Production costs were relatively 
low for panning, but shipping over long distances raised net costs signifi- 
cantly, at least relatively speaking. The product itself, cheap as it was at 
point of origin, was not very attractive; a good refining process, using the 
blood of healthy oxen, was not yet in use.101 

What were the options? One was the exploitation of inland brine 
springs or wells. The latter required heavy inputs of labor supplemented 
by lead weights for lifting, and the water, once brought up, had to be 
transferred to cookhouses.!0? These might be at a considerable distance 
from the source, necessitating, as in Lorraine, the construction of wooden 
or earthen channels to carry the brine to the various cookhouses, each 
with (usually) one large pan measuring about seven meters by five me- 
ters.103 Huge amounts of firewood were consumed in boiling away the 
water.!4 In Lorraine, again, so much fuel was being consumed by the 
mid-thirteenth century that the future resources of its woodlands were in 
doubt.!0 Salt produced in this way avoided price volatility because more 
and more sites came into production in the thirteenth century.106 

Although the high inputs of labor in exploiting brine springs and wells 
made production seasonal, that is, calibrated it to those periods when 
labor could be spared from other tasks,!?" these sources of salt along with 
inland (rock) salt deposits with a purer product were more than merely 
local alternatives.108 The bad weather of 1315 and 1316 complicated 
trade by turning roads into quagmires and bringing waterways to flood 
levels. Still, the disruption of inland production and transportation was 
probably far less severe than that on the northern coasts in 1315 and 
1316. Thus, from what I have been able to determine, the myriad 
saltworks in Lorraine and in southern Germany and Austria experienced 
no precipitous production shortfalls in this period.!9? 

In those regions supplied by the northern coastal salt industry, how- 
ever, times were hard. In Flanders the rise in the price of salt was already 
steep in 1315.110 Similarly, from 1315 through 1317 the wet, leaden- 
skyed summers produced high prices for salt in France and England.!!! 
The number of chroniclers who noticed this phenomenon is startling.112 
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A discourse usually preoccupied with the deeds of kings, prelates, and 
warriors could not ignore the prohibitive price of such a commonplace 
necessity as salt, for as the authors of the Agrarian History of England 
and Wales point out, “this sharp rise in the cost of a normally cheap 
commodity” had wide implications. It “would have increased the cost of 
salting meat for winter” or even forced peasants and lords to reduce the 
amount of meat and fish kept aside for winter consumption—a funda- 
mental shortfall if conditions did not otherwise improve. Moreover, the 
high price of salt, a necessary ingredient in dairying, would increase “the 
cost of making butter and cheese, marginally reducing still further the 
profitability of demesne farming." 11? Some regional economies were less 
dependent on salt than were others (rural Scandinavia is a case in point), 
but even in these regions it was a very important commodity.!!4 Else- 
where it was an absolute necessity. 

Given the implications of the price level of salt, it is of some interest to 
determine precisely how sharp the rise was. In the period 1220-1347 
such data as have been accumulated on salt prices show that the peak 
years for the price in England were, as we might expect, 1310-1320. 
Indeed, the average price for that period was more than double that of the 
decade before.!!5 Although a few prices are recorded in chronicle reports 
from other regions, there are, to my knowledge, as yet no comprehensive 
figures on the price rises for salt attested in narrative sources in France 
and northern Germany. 

Before we turn to the question of meat and related prices, which also 
turn out to have been extremely sensitive to the deleterious weather, it 
should be admitted that not all prices were quite so responsive. Resistant 
to the generalized push toward prohibitively high price levels was wax, 
for example.!!6 Essential for good-quality candles, for medicine (where it 
formed the base for most emollients and many emetics and purgatives), 
and for the sealing of documents and containers, wax was a very impor- 
tant product. Since bees continued to pollinate fruit trees, weeds, and 
flowers in even the briefest intervals of dry daytime weather, bee skeps 
continued to be exploited as a form of domestic husbandry by women. 
Wax and honey production, however, almost certainly declined, since as 
beekeepers are aware, bad “weather and moisture affect the nectar flow 
and colony growth” unfavorably.!!7 Away from the hearth, and also 
probably with somewhat less success than in good weather, men ex- 
ploited the hives of wild bees.!!? The modest declines in production 
meant that the products of beecraft, like wax, increased in price; and this 
increase was mirrored by increases for other items for which rainy 
weather hindered natural or man-made production: fruit, cider, and un- 
finished iron and steel (work at the forges being compromised by bad 
weather). Even so, the recorded increases were not so steep as those for 
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grain, wine, salt, and, as we shall now see, animals (mammals) and ani- 
mal products.!19 

The animals we are talking about include both draft animals (horses 
and other equines and oxen) and food animals (oxen and cows, sheep, 
goats, swine, as well as fowl, rabbits, and fish). It was remarked in chap- 
ter 2 that the diversity of draft animals paid great dividends during the 
early part of the famine. More specifically, although murrains were wide- 
spread, horses were not affected. While horses on the Bolton manors in 
northern England may well have declined in numbers by 40 percent dur- 
ing the early famine years, it is reasonably clear that the decline was from 
sales and cold, not from epizootic disease. And it is certain that their 
numbers held steady on Bolton’s manors during the early twenties.120 
Presumably, the decreases in arable documentable from many estates 
would have been even more severe if there had not been the diversity of 
plow animals that there was.121 

Contemporaries were obviously aware that horses were dying at 
slower rates than were ruminants, but they were dying (from other com- 
mon diseases and from cold). Contemporaries would have been suspi- 
cious, therefore, when symptoms in an equine death overlapped with 
those of rinderpest, the chief killer: how else can we explain the dramatic 
elevation of horseshoe and horseshoe nail prices, except that, rather than 
retrieve them, people discarded the shoes and nails with animals pre- 
sumed to be dead from the pestilence.!?? A decline in production at the 
forges, the alternative explanation, would have to have been extraordi- 
nary to stimulate such a rise in prices. But, then again, perhaps the decline 
was extraordinary in these nearly unimaginable years.123 

Pigs were not affected in the least, either by the weather of the famine 
years or by the murrains.!?* Nearly all peasants had pigs.!?? They kept a 
few in sties near their houses, but they marked the others and let them 
loose in woods where they turned almost feral, like the lean, no-nonsense 
razorbacks that prowl the gloomy forests of the southern United States. 
The pigs ate acorns, beechmast, fungi, slugs, grubs, worms, carcasses of 
other animals, including other pigs—anything; yet with their small stom- 
achs, they could not overeat. Amazingly resistant to disease—except skin 
lesions, which they protected against by mud baths—they provided an 
enormous array of products for the peasant household: tallow for cheap 
candles and soap, bristles, leather, food. And their bones were so soft that 
the stripped carcasses, bones included, could be boiled down into mush 
and served as slop to domestic pigs or, in a pinch, to humans. 126 

Every year in late fall or early winter swineherds did the dangerous 
work of gathering the half-wild woodland pigs (notorious for biting or 
eating children).127 They then distributed the animals to their peasant or 
lordly proprietors, the unmarked younger animals being apportioned ac- 
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cording to the number of marked pigs that had been admitted to the 
woods at the earlier “agistment” or reckoning. A number of animals were 
almost always then slaughtered, the others being returned (marked when 
necessary) to the woods. Or sometimes the swineherds drove huge herds 
to market. (The vast Burgundian herds were a byword.)!?8® In normal 
times, the rate of slaughter or sale was calibrated to the traditional needs 
of the community and the market. There was a good deal of flexibility, 
since a few boars and two dozen sows could reconstitute a large herd very 
quickly. In difficult times, peasants and lords pushed this flexibility to the 
limit. The swine herd on Bolton manors, for example, declined in the first 
year of the famine by about 95 percent (to one boar and six sows) because 
the labor force of Bolton Priory tried to make up for the absence of bread, 
lamb, and beef in its diet by a gigantic increase in pork.!2? 

This near annihilation of the swine herds was undoubtedly paralleled 
by the slaughter of fowl and rabbits as the subsistence crisis deepened. As 
with swine there was some play in the numbers of barnyard fowl that 
could be slaughtered. Geese, a monogamous species that was important 
in many rural economies, especially the English Fenland where gozzerds 
tended huge flocks, were slower to multiply than chickens.!?? In the case 
of the latter, however, a cock and a bevy of broody hens could rapidly 
bring numbers back to normal. There was some danger in reducing the 
village flock to a single rooster and a few hens, but it was a danger cer- 
tainly worth the risk by 1316. Moreover, barnyard fowl, which in good 
times might be fed grain or peas, did not require such expensive food. 
They could scratch in the yard or in barns and henhouses for insects, 
seeds, and small plants; and geese, who could hold their own in the wild, 
might be pastured in woodlands and marshes.!3! All these birds got 
scrawny and laid fewer eggs, but they survived without very much invest- 
ment of scarce resources. Even when they died, their feathers had a broad 
variety of uses.132 

Pigeons, which were widely kept in northern Europe, also offered a 
valuable and very substantial food source. Archaeological evidence from 
Burgundy suggests that ordinary farmhouses almost routinely had dove- 
cotes, and that seigneurial dovecotes of the thirteenth and fourteenth cen- 
turies sometimes had cells for up to 4,500 birds.133 Again, as in the case 
of chickens, it was possible to cut feed substantially for these birds in 
scarce times. The birds would then feed on their own, but their nesting or 
homing instinct would bring them back to the cote. They would not have 
been the fat, succulent birds of good times. The death rate from bitter cold 
might have been elevated as well, and rates of reproduction would un- 
doubtedly have declined. But the birds would still have survived in great 
numbers, and even scrawny pigeons made (and make) for tasty and nutri- 
tious eating either roasted or boiled. 
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There was far less flexibility or nutritional significance for rural society 
with regard to rabbits (coneys). We are wont to think of rabbits as ubiqui- 
tous. This was not the case in northern Europe until the early modern 
period, and in England not until the eighteenth century when winter for- 
age crops and the extermination of predators (the same developments 
that made the introduction of pheasants feasible) allowed their popula- 
tion to explode.!54 It is true that a growing number of lords kept rabbit 
warrens.13° These may originally have been quite large reserves on the 
scale of forests, at least in northern France, but it was soon discovered 
that it made more sense to confine rabbits in small, parklike, carefully 
enclosed, guardable warrens where predators and poachers did not men- 
ace. The rabbits could have escaped from these warrens, but lords intro- 
duced gravelly mounds that the animals could burrow into easily; and the 
rabbits adopted these as permanent homes. The presence of the mounds 
also made hunting very easy. A woman, one miniature suggests, could go 
out with a little dog or ferret on one side of the mound. The carnivore 
would scare the rabbit, who would escape from a different hole on the 
other side into a trap or cage held by a second woman. 36 

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, if peasants kept rabbits, they 
kept them in hutches near home and fed them green plants. Prolific 
though they were in their natural habitat in the south of Europe—where 
they bore their hairless, vulnerable young in underground nests (an envi- 
ronment that lords tried to duplicate in building the mounds described 
above)—they bred poorly in the barely sheltered hutches fabricated by 
peasants. They were still valuable. They might make a tasty dish on fes- 
tive occasions. And their fur could be used for ornamentation: outerwear 
“trimmed in rabbit fur” (“furratum de cuniculis”) shows up in the rec- 
ords.!37 Nonetheless, even many thousands of rabbits, unlike the millions 
of swine, barnyard fowl, and pigeons, could not go very far in making up 
the shortfall in food production or distribution (owing to the rise in 
prices) during the famine. It may be significant that not one of the nine 
surviving English medieval household “diet” accounts known to Wool- 
gar for the period before the famine makes reference to coneys.!?? To be 
sure, the accounts are fragmentary, but many are extremely detailed and 
informative. If coneys had already been important, this absence would be 
incredible. 


Prices of all these animals eventually went up, both because of scarcities 
due to weather and murrain (oxen, cows, and sheep) and because of de- 
mand to make up these scarcities through surrogates (horses for oxen; 
swine and fowl for cows and sheep). However, even though the peak 
years for animal prices in the High Middle Ages were 1310-1320, indi- 
vidual prices did not go up all at once or necessarily at the same rate.1?? 
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Indeed, while prices for pigs and horses peaked early, prices for oxen, 
cows, and sheep, and for hides, fell for a time in England and very likely 
on the Continent, presumably because people were fearful of purchasing 
a diseased animal or the hide of one. Once the murrains were clearly over, 
prices began to rise “steeply . .. as manors competed for stock to make 
good their losses in the murrains. "140 

From the start, the poor were cut off from making up their loss of 
livestock by buying horses, which were too expensive, though they might 
risk buying a weakly ox, hoping against hope that it was not infected. 
Once the murrains seemed to pass their peak and prices of oxen rose, the 
impecunious had to turn to “stotts and affers” (or stots and avers, 
OED)—weaker, sometimes wind-broken, draft horses. We shall have to 
return to this point when we discuss the cost-of-living crisis in the next 
chapters. For now, it is important to record that the increased demand for 
stotts and affers stimulated a rise in prices for these animals, at least until 
the supply of oxen went up and prices for robust beasts came down 
again. 141 

From late 1315 on, steep rises occurred in the prices of animal prod- 
ucts, like cheese and butter, grease and fat, and eggs.!42 No amount of 
substitution could do more than mitigate the price rises that were pro- 
voked by the enormous natural losses of productive animals. And some 
substitutions, like the overslaughter of fowl, created price rises, in this 
case the one alluded to above for eggs. We have already seen that esti- 
mated future yields, responsiones, for produce including milk disappear 
in several cases from stewards’ account books, presumably because the 
yields of healthy milch cows were down from inadequate fodder and be- 
cause many other animals had simply succumbed. Perhaps the change 
originally came about because unfulfilled responsiones reflected poorly 
on the stewards charged with administration of estates.1^? Soon their re- 
fusal to predict bespoke deeper uncertainties about the future. 

The prices of butter and cheese were stimulated not only by the low 
production rates that the women and girls who ran the dairies had to 
endure.!44 It was aggravated, as noted earlier, by the increase in the cost 
of salt that was vital to the dairying process: salt was necessary in the 
extraction of liquid from cheese—pressing alone could not accomplish 
this—and as a preservative for cheese and butter.!^ As yet, the only good 
figures I have been able to find on all these animal products, including 
butter and cheese, come from England: they reveal that in the whole of the 
period 1190 to 1347 the peak years for the prices of animal products 
were 1310-1320, with 1320-1330 close behind. The curve more or less 
followed the curve of grain prices.!^6 Interestingly, there was a commen- 
surate rise in prices for several types of farm implements, presumably 
because many of these were destroyed—burned or buried—for fear of 


PRICES AND WAGES 59 


contagion. Wooden milk pails are an item in point: those used to collect 
from animals later identified as sick, or bespattered during an unexpected 
explosive discharge of half-liquid feces from a heifer not recognized as 
diseased until that moment. Prices for new milk pails rose.1#7 

One of the most important animal products, wool, remains to be dis- 
cussed. (Abundant evidence—illuminations, archaeology, husbandry 
manuals—on medieval sheep and wool types provides the context for 
exploring price fluctuations.) #8 The Winchester estates data, so valuable 
for grain yields and prices, furnish considerable information on wool pro- 
duction as well. The mean weight of a fleece in the thirteenth century 
seems to have been about 1.35 Ibs., with wethers (castrated adults), who 
had denser fleeces, producing far above the mean, ewes nearer to it, and 
hoggs (two-year-olds) somewhat below the mean. Cold weather encour- 
aged a heavier fleece, but, as we know, because of the pernicious effect on 
lambing, it also put strain on the capacity of the flocks to survive.!^? So, 
as we might expect, the average weight of a fleece, so far as the Winches- 
ter data permit us to say, rose sharply and its quality was luxuriant for 
sheep that survived during the famine (although the harsh conditions that 
provoked the famine, especially the terrifyingly cold winter of 1317/ 
1318, did far more than decimate the flocks). The mean weight of a fleece 
rose to 1.93 lbs. in 1317. The estate data of several other manors that 
have now been studied confirm the pattern: maximum average per fleece 
yields were consistently reached in the years 1317-1319.150 

Nonetheless, these increases in average yield per sheep did not offset 
the net decrease in production from depletion of the flocks. Wool prices, 
therefore, like many other prices, peaked in many areas of England 
around 1320. Indeed, in the entire period 1200 to 1347 the summit for 
wool prices in the country was the years 1320-1330.151 It remains to be 
seen whether the rise in prices compensated sellers sufficiently to enable 
them to avoid bankruptcy or even mild impoverishment.!?? 


Wages—the costs of labor—were more stable in rural society than were 
other prices, principally because in the demographic glut that was the 
thirteenth century's legacy to the fourteenth agricultural laborers could 
be said to be underemployed. This reservoir of underemployed laborers, 
coupled with the withdrawal of some arable because of erosion, had the 
effect of mitigating wage increases.!?? Nevertheless, once human sickness 
and mortality temporarily took a sharp upward turn in 1316 in some 
rural areas,!5* wages did experience an unmistakable rise, but still a 
rather modest one. 

How modest? *Customary wages," unless they were still being paid in 
kind, were by definition entirely unresponsive to the shrinking of the 
labor market.!55 Piecework or occasional labor was different, although 
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our information on the matter is almost embarassingly thin. In general, 
“payments to harvest workers on piece-rates” went up 18 percent and 
“wages for threshing and winnowing” up 6 percent in England and 
Wales in the famine years.!°° And overall the sharpest peak, though not 
all that sharp, in agricultural wages since the beginning of the thirteenth 
century was around 1320, decline setting in thereafter until the midcen- 
tury eruption of the Black Death.157 


What the relatively abundant evidence on prices and the little on wages 
points to at bottom is a gap between the rate of price inflation and the cost 
of labor in the rural society of northern Europe during the Great Famine. 
That gap probably pales in comparison with the gap in towns,!° but it 
was still distressing. The question we must now address is how much that 
distress, coupled with other pressures and constraints in the rural econ- 
omy, transformed the lives of lords and rustics in the period 1315-1322. 
To answer that question, we have to deal with the thorny issue of the cost 
of living in the High Middle Ages. 


4 


THE COST-OF-LIVING CRISIS: LORDS 


ID LAY and ecclesiastical lords benefit economically from the 
subsistence crisis of 1315-1322? Their record, as we shall see, 
was a mixed one, intimately linked to the changing fortunes of 
the rustic population in general (chapter 5). Moreover, the power of lords 
and the impact of the famine on them differed regionally and according to 
“status.” The power of an aristocrat like the duke of Burgundy was in- 
comparably greater than that of a castellan. The seigneurial authority, 
including the judicial power of life and death or of minting coins, vested 
in many a French lord went far beyond anything most English lords of 
comparable rank possessed, even if the latter were often wealthier. Yet 
German lords’ extraordinary claims to military command and gover- 
nance in eastern Europe or similar claims of English marcher lords on the 
Welsh border made French nobles’ right of “private war” and banal juris- 
diction seem almost insignificant in comparison. Less certain is whether 
within individual regions the exercise of ecclesiastical lordship and land- 
lordship differed substantially from that exercised by lay lords, when the 
size and nature of estates or jurisdictions were roughly similar.! 
Whatever the variants of lordship, did lords already face a “general 
economic crisis” in the thirteenth century? There were factors that 
pointed up the potential for such a crisis in that most lords—lay and 
ecclesiastical—were partly dependent for their well-being on fixed rents 
in a time of steady inflation and yet were burdened by increased commit- 
ments to an expensive style of living. Moreover, older ecclesiastical or- 
ders, the Benedictines in particular, were often overextended in terms of 
their properties; at the same time, they were no longer attracting the kind 
of largesse or other support that had earlier gone to them.? Newer orders, 
like the mendicants and the Celestines, were their competitors. 
Nevertheless, genuine financial pressures with regard to falling real 
rents and declining eleemosynary grants cannot be said to have produced 
a general economic crisis for lords, because most prelates (and their insti- 
tutions), as well as knights and barons, had other sources of income. It 
goes without saying that many ecclesiastical lords could count on pil- 
grims' offerings, tithes (in kind), fines for moral offenses, and similar in- 
come as their special sources. But they shared with lay lords access to 
perhaps diminishing but still significant direct and indirect royal and, in 
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the German case, imperial largesse—gifts of money, chattels, franchises, 
offices, and (for lay lords) heiresses. They benefited too from the inflation 
when they marketed the produce of their demesnes.? 

In the last area lay lords may have compensated for the slightly more 
restricted range of their sources of income: they seem to have been some- 
what more sensitive or encouraging to the proliferation of markets in the 
thirteenth century. An interesting study of markets in the English county 
of Essex has established that of the seventy-five markets that may well 
have been functioning in 1322, forty-seven were possessed (effectively, 
owned), at the moment they first appear in the documentary record, by 
lay lords; and the pattern of lay ownership was becoming more pro- 
nounced over time.* The sheer increase in the volume of commerce tak- 
ing place in these markets encouraged seigneurs of all types to seek 
benefits from regalian authorities, especially concessions of tolls, which 
substantially augmented noble and ecclesiastical profits. The situation 
on the Continent in the Meuse basin, explicated by Fanchamps, typifies 
this.? 

In particularly difficult times there were other expedients as well. 
Squeezing their unfree dependents beyond customary limits or, alterna- 
tively, selling freedom to those dependents when resistance to further 
exploitation was too great or the need for ready cash urgent was one 
method.6 Confiscation or taxation (tallaging) of the wealth of Jews held 
under seigneurial, royal, or imperial authority was another." Converting 
from demesne farming to leasing, or vice versa, was a third.’ Specific 
local factors might heighten the attractiveness to lords of one or another 
of these and various other options. Only free-market *renegotiation of 
the contract[s]" or leases where tenants of the same lineage had been in 
place for generations was usually unfeasible in the moral economy of 
rural life.? 

In essence the thirteenth century was distinguished by a willingness 
and capacity on the part of landed elites to indulge various experiments 
to deal with the problem of the exploitation of agricultural resources in 
relation to changing conditions.!? The experimentation was predicated 
on the belief that the conditions intermittently requiring new tactics were 
but brief interruptions in a generally favorable situation. We may talk 
about more or less conservative lordship, with ecclesiastical lords perhaps 
being the more conservative in the thirteenth century,!! but there was no 
collective retreat from confidence within the landed elites in the course of 
the century. When the real challenge began in 1315, it is hardly to be 
wondered at that lords of all stripes thought back to the expedients that 
they had employed to weather temporary difficulties or at least mitigate 
them in time past. 
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The Empire (including Flanders) 


In the empire, as elsewhere, certain lords profited handsomely during the 
famine. For example, the demand for salt at the high price it was com- 
manding during the famine was beneficial to a great many ecclesiastical 
seigneurs. Of course, in Germany as elsewhere the record may be skewed 
in favor of large monastic enterprises,!? but it seems to be the case that 
one of the favored endowments that, to their eventual regret, lay barons 
made to religious houses in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries (a 
time of low salt prices) was the grant of salt making from brine springs. P? 
In the event, lay barons came to have a very restricted influence on salt 
production and marketing in many regions, though they controlled a 
great many tolls and therefore indirectly benefited from the volume of salt 
traded in periods of high production and demand.!^ 

The situation among religious establishments was much more favor- 
able. Forty-six percent of all Cistercian monasteries in Germany came to 
be involved in some aspect of salt manufacture and commerce in the thir- 
teenth century.!° And although the Cistercians were “incontestably the 
most dynamic” force in salt production, other orders, collegial churches, 
and even bourgeois played a significant role in some regions. !6 

As competition increased, so did concentration. The bishops of Metz, 
responding to the escalating demand for salt as the population grew, 
managed in the course of the thirteenth century to carve out a virtual 
monopoly of salt production in the Messin, a region that had once seen 
rights distributed among more than seventy religious houses.! The high 
prices in 1315-1317 were, thus, a windfall for the bishop and chapter, to 
the extent that they had not farmed out production to various rustics for 
flat annual rents.!? 

There were regional variations in the level of windfall profits. The pro- 
duction falloff was less severe, and prices were thus lower, in those parts 
of the German interior with rock salt deposits.!? Especially in the north 
German region, however, several lords, like the nuns of Kloster Ebstorf 
near Lüneburg, were situated to make out particularly well from the high 
prices. In Kloster Ebstorf’s case, a goodly selection of the nuns were well- 
off already thanks to their family connections with the merchant oligarchy 
of Lüneburg.?? That oligarchy controlled a large part of salt production 
and, with Lübecker carriers, the salt trade.?! Moreover, the list of north 
German monasteries and nunneries involved in and unquestionably 
benefiting from the salt trade in this time of uncommonly high prices was 
enormous: Kloster Scharnebeck in the same region is another instance.22 

If this evidence points to likely financial successes, it is only fair to say 
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that they were the exception, not the rule, among lords. Much more com- 
mon all through the empire were conditions that can only be character- 
ized as deleterious. The difficult political situation, moreover, hampered 
lords’ efforts to get the level of imperial support necessary to deal with 
local problems or the agrarian crisis in general. Not to mention local 
factions, the rival kings, Frederick III of Austria and Ludwig IV of Ba- 
varia, and their noble supporters vied for power and largely ignored the 
pleas of badly stricken monasteries and regions. Insofar as the rivals dis- 
tributed largesse, it was in strategically important districts whose political 
and financial support they were trying to assure; these might be but were 
not necessarily the areas hit hardest by the famine. Two Holy Ghost hos- 
pitals established by Ludwig IV in 1317 and 1319 in Amberg and Ingol- 
stadt were a “loving” gesture to supporters and perhaps went some way 
to helping them cope with the sick.?? How frequently such gestures oc- 
curred is an open question, but they were probably rare. The rivals’ fi- 
nancing of their direct military efforts came first. 

Many abbots and abbesses in the empire necessarily turned elsewhere, 
sometimes to rich local patrons, sometimes to the pope. The kindly Cis- 
tercian abbot Eylard of Aduard near Groningen who, we shall later see, 
was a devoted almsgiver to the poor and hungry during the famine?* was 
also a friend to his less fortunate sister monastic institutions. One chroni- 
cler was particularly impressed that a Cistercian would take *under his 
care the poverty-stricken and desolate nunnery of Trimunt-bij-Marum, 
even though it was of the order of Saint Benedict”!25 In 1316 Kloster 
Reinbek, a house in the German-Danish borderlands, approached a pre- 
vious lay donor and offered to *sell" him a village he had formerly pos- 
sessed. The transaction promised a needed windfall for the inmates of the 
house. The sale went through on 19 November of that year. Graciously, 
the purchaser agreed to permit the abbey, if it were in a position to do so, 
to redeem the village for the same price after ten years.26 (In fact, I have 
found no record that it was able to or did do so.) The nuns of Bernstein 
in the Oderraum were rescued by the bishop of Kammin after it became 
known in mid-1317 that “they could scarcely be sustained from their 
rents and income."27 

Over and over again in 1316, 1317, and 1318, indeed down to 1322, 
monastic lords, like Kloster Ilsenburg in the region around Braunschweig, 
alienated rents and real property “because of the expensive times,” re- 
taining the chimerical hope of redeeming their holdings in the future.28 
The rural holdings of the cathedral chapter of Halberstadt seem to have 
been especially wasted by bad weather and local violence, with the result 
that it fell into grievous debt. Gifts from benefactors and sales made out 
of necessity helped but did not overcome the situation.2? 

Like Kloster Reinbek, the abbey of Paulinzelle in Thuringia also sold a 
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village, Egelsdorf, to a wealthy local on 22 August 1316 to obtain ready 
cash; the buyer agreed that the abbey would be able to redeem the village 
at the purchase price within three years.?? Evidence shows that the crisis 
continued. On 25 May 1317 the abbot of Paulinzelle, acting for the mon- 
astery, was forced to make another sale; then on 14 May 1319 he sold 
still another village, Bunsdorf. On these two occasions the purchasers 
were less amenable to offering redemption at cost, or at least they in- 
cluded no such clauses in the deeds.?! The abbot and his monastery were 
not in a position to begin repurchasing property until 4 November 1320, 
more than four years after the initial sale of Egelsdorf and more than a 
year after the redemption date for that village had passed.?? 

These are not isolated examples of distress that might be found at any 
time in the medieval record. Already in October 1315 the abbess and 
convent of Saint Peter of Kreuznach near Mainz were alienating real 
property to the somewhat better off nunnery of Dalheim in order to raise 
the capital to pay off the convent's debts.?? The bishop of Minden, in late 
December of the same year, acknowledged the “perpetual alienation of 
burgs" by the church on account of the “immense burden of debts.” 34 In 
June of 1316 he was still complaining about the policies of his predeces- 
sors, whose carelessness in contracting debts had led him to despair 
whether recovery of the see's holdings would ever be possible.3° March of 
1316 saw the abbess and convent of the Lower Rhine house of Retters 
give their procurator the *authority and license of selling for our neces- 
sity" an array of properties to a Frankfurt burgher, *honest Wigand 
Freusch.”3° A year later honest Herr Freusch had joined a consortium 
that bought up a few more of the nunnery's properties.?" Honest Wigand 
looks very much like a speculator coolly calculating how to benefit from 
the near bankruptcies all around. For, indeed, by 1317 bankruptcies and 
near bankruptcies were commonplace. 

The mantra nibil, in phrases describing income as “nothing at all,” 
recurs in the German documents. On 26 January 1317 officials at Kloster 
Mollenbeck in north-central Germany acknowledged that income for 
prebends, including allotments of bread and meat, were daily declining to 
nothing.?? By February of the same year conditions near Xanten had be- 
come unspeakably difficult; property recently acquired by the cathedral 
was said, in a Job-like declaration, to have suffered over the previous year 
and a half from the effects of wars, wind, heat, and the swollen rivers.?? 
Also in 1317 Abbess Jutta of the famous nunnery of Quedlinburg com- 
menced a series of sales of rents, confessing that the action was under- 
taken out of lamentable necessity and for the *evident utility" of the 
house. The alternative was to allow the monastery to sink into *imminent 
and irrecoverable ruin."^" By December the Hospitallers of Nieder- 
Weisel in Hesse were forced into similar disposals of property and justi- 
fied them in almost the same words.*! 
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The year 1318 continued this dismal story. On 5 April the abbess of 
Daimbach, a Cistercian house in the diocese of Mainz, chose to alienate 
a portion of its holdings to Kloster Eberbach on the Neckar west of Hei- 
delberg. Her goal was the “reduction of the burdens of debts of our mon- 
astery, contracted by our predecessors,” and she expressed the wish that 
by doing so, her nunnery would avoid being assailed by even greater dan- 
gers.*? The Benedictine monastery at Kamberg in the diocese of Würzburg 
probably suffered those greater dangers and was obliged in late November 
to alienate large amounts of property. Yes, it was explained, “the heavy 
burdens of debts and not a few harms that went along with those debts” 
were compelling the action, but basically what had occurred was a “col- 
lapse,” so that unless something was done very quickly, there would be no 
recovery. Here again was “urgent necessity" with a vengeance.* 

Applying directly to the papacy for relief in 1319 was the Premonstra- 
tensian convent of Arnstein, situated near the confluence of the Rhine and 
Lahn not far from Coblenz. Over a long period of time in the late thir- 
teenth and early fourteenth centuries the house had already suffered from 
a series of sell-offs of its rural holdings, rights, and rents (at places like 
Camberg, Dessighofen, and Heimbach) under Abbot Theoderich II. It 
would have been possible perhaps to continue down this route, but even 
Theoderich seems to have seen no hope in doing so.** There was some 
feeling that the deeds of sale already negotiated by Theoderich were un- 
fair to the abbey and were tantamount to recognizing legalized theft (the 
abbot, who may or may not have been culpable, probably offered to re- 
sign as a result). The appeal to Pope John XXII did not bring largesse, but 
it did bring the Holy See’s authorization of the use of ecclesiastical cen- 
sures against those who had unjustly got possession of the convent’s 
properties and rights.*° Nonetheless, the situation really did not correct 
itself until after the agrarian crisis abated and stable leadership reemerged 
at the convent in 1323. 

What looks to be a similar appeal to Avignon from a hospital in the 
diocese of Minden got similar results. Three representatives of the Apos- 
tolic See were persuaded in 1317 that a “copious multitude of the infirm, 
poor, orphans, and weak were pouring to the hospital.” They “were re- 
ceived and sustained there,” insofar as giving sustenance was possible, 
since “their own resources [that is, those of the religious] were insuffi- 
cient." The only help the visiting prelates could offer—or the only help 
they did offer—was the grant of indulgences to those who visited and 
supported the hospital with their alms.^6 One could point to other exam- 
ples of papal gestures toward the unhealthiness of the ecclesiastical situa- 
tion in the north, especially where war subsidies compounded the difficul- 
ties of local churches in adjusting to the harvest shortfalls and murrains.^? 

All the cluster of pressures—war, poor leadership, harvest disasters, 
inadequate or belated concern from superior lords—culminated in an al- 
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most universal crisis for the northern European church. Occasionally 
some good came out of a bad thing, and, as Arnstein’s story indicated, 
one should not underestimate even in this general crisis the importance of 
leadership or its lack in the fiscal prospects of ecclesiastical houses.*8 A 
quaint history of the Premonstratensian abbey of Obermarchtal in 
Swabia written by Friedrich von Walter, the last abbot, at the turn of the 
eighteenth/nineteenth century confirms the observation. Obermarchtal, 
according to the author (who had complete access to all the surviving 
documents), suffered much as had Kloster Arnstein from eight years 
(1314-1322) of “great want” caused by “disorder [over the political situ- 
ation], hunger, and pestilence,” which, documents convinced him, “con- 
sumed nearly two-thirds of the inhabitants” of the region. But two priors, 
Burchard II and Konrad III, who served in succession during the crisis 
brought the abbey careful administration and a splendid sense of the art 
of the possible; they not only helped Obermarchtal survive intact but 
most likely permitted it to do charitable work through the increasingly 
hard-pressed hospital it served at Marchtal. Of Burchard, von Walter 
could write, “he died as he had lived, pious and holy"—and, he might 
have added, solvent.*? 

Such heroic leadership in the awful circumstances was not everywhere 
decisive. Ecclesiastics in Flanders and bordering principalities, no matter 
how they struggled, were perhaps the most grievously affected. Occasion- 
ally the crises were short; that was about all one could realistically wish 
for. The church of Saint-Servais of Maastricht, for example, had gone 
through a terrible period in 1315-1316 forcing it into a series of gages 
that were virtually alienations of its rural properties, but by January 1322 
it was successfully redeeming the gages.?? Much more typical was the case 
of the Benedictine abbey of Affligem at Hekelgem in Brabant. It was al- 
ready in bad fiscal shape by 1312, and the weather of 1315 and 1316 was 
ruinous as floods destroyed the polders that protected its lands. Annuities 
were draining its diminished funds as well, but the monks could think of 
nothing better, or perhaps they had no better option, than to continue 
debt financing in this way. The bishop of Cambrai gave his permission for 
a capital campaign of this sort in 1322.5! 

The case of the Cistercian abbey of Ter-Doest on the North Sea coast 
is somewhat similar. Around 1317 it was forced to seek approval from its 
immediate ecclesiastical overlords and confreres to alienate large portions 
of its holdings in order to pay off its debts; and at roughly the same time 
it managed to get permission from its lay overlord, the count of Flanders, 
to do the same thing, since he was convinced too that the monastery was 
overcome with debts.52 Not content with these approaches to the monas- 
tery’s problems, the abbot also sought and received the consent of Pope 
John XXII to establish life rents of up to two hundred pounds per year to 
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stimulate investments that would help the monastery deal with its cash 
flow problems.?? Even this was insufficient. And so we find Ter-Doest 
also turning to the count of Hainaut for help; he granted permission for 
the abbey to put at farm (that is, more or less, to mortgage) some of its 
properties held of him. Despite all these efforts, Ter-Doest did not make 
a quick recovery, although it improved its situation. The enterprising 
Abbot Nicolas II de Lissewege got what credit was deserved for the par- 
tial turnaround.?? 

The scenario was depressingly similar with the abbeys of Eenham, 
Lobbes, Ninove, Val-Dieu, Argenton, with the house of Teutonic Knights 
at Siersdorf, and probably elsewhere.?6 Eenham’s ecclesiastical superior, 
the see of Cambrai, authorized alienations of property on 28 May 1318; 
in July (in the wake of the authorization) we see the abbey, in a flurry of 
transactions, selling a farm and other rights and properties. The process 
was still going on in August.?7 Lobbes went the route of life rents. It sold 
one to the count of Hainaut on 23 December 1320 to raise money, but it 
was still so oppressed by debts that it turned to the count again in Janu- 
ary, at which time he ceded a rent to the house on condition that at least 
a portion of it go to nothing else but the spending down of the debt, no 
new purchases.?8 

The dismal fiscal situation of the Premonstratensian abbey of Ninove in 
eastern Flanders almost brought it into receivership toward the close of the 
abbacy of Jean Scamp (d. 1318).5° It was worse for the Cistercian house of 
Val-Dieu, also encumbered, as the general chapter of the order learned, 
with heavy debts. Its new abbot, Jean de Brust (1315-ca. 1328), sought 
permission to sell off lands and rents. The general chapter was dubious 
about the possibility of saving Val-Dieu but acquiesced. Jean's energetic 
efforts were aimed at recovering at cost productive properties earlier alien- 
ated. To this end he obtained seigneurial backing for the recoveries and 
various other kinds of help from the duke of Brabant and Limburg.®° But 
it was not enough. King John of Bohemia, the heir of the abbey's founders, 
intervened to persuade the pope to take Val-Dieu into receivership on 21 
July 1325 until such time as its debts were effectively liquidated.6! 

Similar to the monks of Val-Dieu, the nuns of Argenton, in the diocese 
of Liége, sought the permission of the chapter general of the Cistercian 
order and the “visitor” (or overseer) from the order to alienate some of its 
properties. These included an annual rent owed it by the abbey of 
Malonne. Permission having been granted, the sale was made on 2 Febru- 
ary 1317 for a lump sum. The nunnery, “oppressed most heavily . . . by 
debts," took this course for its *utility" and under the *unavoidable and 
urgent necessity" of the dreadful year it had endured.62 It was this and 
similar alienations, rather than any other devices, that presumably al- 
lowed it to survive. 
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To conclude this list of near bankruptcies in Flanders, we may turn to 
the Teutonic Knights of Siersdorf, who were forced toward the end of the 
famine to cede extensive properties, including arable, with the consent of 
the master-general of the order, to cover expenses occasioned by “storms, 
hail, and epidemic disease.” These arrangements, originally made in Oc- 
tober 1322, were confirmed in November. Two months later this was 
followed by official guarantees that those who purchased the properties 
would be secure in their possession, for, as we have seen, behind every 
alienation was the wish, if not the determination or possibility, to recoup 
the loss at cost in the future. Presumably the Knights’ arrangements set 
them on a firm footing, and they were already considering ways of re- 
deeming the property alienated in the autumn.° They too had been 
brought back from the brink. 

Not so for some of the Flemish and other Low Country houses. The 
return on the efforts of the abbey of Saint-Martin of Tournai from ex- 
ploiting its rural properties was so low during the abbacy of Gilles de 
Warnave (1308-1324) that “monastic goods [were] alienated and 
pledged to such an extent that nothing at all remained for the subsistence 
of the abbot and the monks and the carrying on of their business; it be- 
came necessary for the monks to beg.”°* Bad leadership caused the crisis, 
or so the reminiscing monk Gilles Li Muisit asserted thirty years after the 
fact, but the most thorough recent historian of Saint-Martin’s, while ac- 
knowledging the inferior leadership, argued that the immensity of the 
harvest shortfalls was more significant.6? 

Toward the end of 1315 the Cistercian monks of the abbey of Villers 
at Tilly in Brabant, having endured famine and great mortality, called it 
quits and dispersed to other houses.66 We should recall that troubles in 
the French-Flemish borderlands had long made the condition of the ab- 
beys and the fiscal situation of lay lords precarious. Some abbeys, like 
Orval, a Cistercian house in the diocese of Trier, had been under threat of 
dispersion even before the famine. The famine only caused the authorities 
to renew the threat.°’ So the dispersal of the monks of Villers had not 
even been regarded as a really distant possibility; by no means did it come 
as a complete surprise. It is instructive in this regard that model letters 
were prepared for the monks who were to face the not unexpected even- 
tuality. These letters, issued by Abbot (fill in the blank for the 
name), described the debt-ridden state of the house. Giving its cause as 
war and crop failures, which had been permitted by God but had become 
too much to bear, the letter explained the difficult process (the *bitterness 
of heart") that had led to the decision to disperse. It called upon the char- 
ity of others to feed and clothe and shelter the shepherdless flock with 
their own until, God willing, they could be recalled to their forsaken 
abbey when conditions improved.68 
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The Cistercian abbey of Val Saint-Lambert, despite its “vast posses- 
sions” in the agricultural lands of the Liégeois and beyond, was also so 
profoundly struck by the economic conditions that the inmates dispersed 
to other, less impoverished, houses in what one of its historians calls the 
“devastating” wake of the famine in 1316. The monks were not to be 
reunited until the 1320s.6? After the reunion they embarked on an effort 
to diversify their holdings. Not unlike other monasteries in the region 
(Orval is an example) they stressed mining, in their case surface coal min- 
ing, as a supplementary source of income." 

For the nuns of Porta-Celi (s’Hemelspoorte) in Zeeland, with little 
food and clothing, there was no hope of reconstitution and diversification 
as a protection against future disasters. Their prioress received permis- 
sion from Count Guillaume of Hainaut, heir of the founder, to dissolve 
the impoverished (depauperatum) priory in 1317. The nuns found succor 
at the convent of Reinsburg.’! Porta-Celi disappeared. 


The impact of a collapse of income was not limited to the internal well- 
being and integrity of lordly or monastic households; it had repercussions 
on tenurial arrangements as well. In the face of financial difficulties lords 
with small estates, for example, often retreated from direct exploitation 
and leased farms to the richer peasants who could or, at least in the earlier 
period of the agrarian crisis, thought that they could weather the difficul- 
ties and improve their long range financial condition. For a variety of 
reasons many lords had already commenced the retreat from direct ex- 
ploitation in the thirteenth century; the circumstances of the early four- 
teenth in a number of cases, like that of the abbey of Grand Hautmont 
near Avesnes in the imperial fief of Hainaut, completed the process.7? 

Yet even those ecclesiastical institutions that already collected much of 
their revenue from rents found only a temporary advantage over their 
peers engaged in direct exploitation of their estates. For example, the 
Rhenish abbey of Siegburg (to the southeast of Cologne), already heavily 
burdened with debts, could ill afford what appears to have been a sharp 
decline in rents paid directly to it and indirectly through its vassals 
from 1315 through 1318.73 Another example: the cathedral chapter of 
Braunschweig, whose leaseholds were in the rural hinterland of the city, 
suffered acutely after the first year of the harvest shortfalls. By 1316 in- 
come had plummeted because renters could pay only part of what they 
owed (either in money or in kind) or could pay nothing at all. Having so 
little surplus of grain and such large obligations, in other words, the rent- 
ers (basically smallholders) were forced to dump their grain on the local 
market early before they could benefit from the price rises. Their decrease 
in income explains the abysmal returns to the cathedral chapter.”4 

The attractiveness of leasing, which seemed like a hedge against the 
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economic effects of the bad harvests, now turned into a nightmare; and 
Braunschweig ecclesiastical institutions with rural properties in the hin- 
terland were compelled to take the leaseholds back into direct exploita- 
tion or at least to provide the seed corn if any planting was to be accom- 
plished. Important positions in the labor hierarchy, like that of steward, 
which gave status but also carried customary obligations (in the case of 
certain manors near Braunschweig, of providing seed corn) went unfilled 
because no one could bear the expense “on account of the dear times.” 7$ 
Not until 1321 had many aspects of the crisis in Braunschweig, which 
caused this flip-flopping in the cathedral chapter’s tactics, abated.76 

The situation everywhere and the plans for dealing with it were further 
aggravated by the impact of distant wars—or, to be more precise, the 
taxation necessary to plan, if not fight, distant wars. The papacy indi- 
rectly helped out the Premonstratensians of Arnstein and a few other 
houses, as we saw, but specific responses to these particularly importu- 
nate houses did not lead to a fundamental shift in papal priorities. The 
numerous papal calls for Crusade subsidies in the second decade of the 
century meant that northerners were obliged to send money south: the 
sees of Cologne, Mainz, Meissen, and Utrecht were put on notice of their 
duty in this regard in 1317; Cologne and Utrecht again in 1320.77 These 
payments—which, in the event, never actually underwrote a general Cru- 
sade—were in addition to ordinary levies to which the papacy was enti- 
tled and which it never forgot to demand from places like Bremen, Kam- 
min, Lübeck, Magdeburg, and Salzburg, ecclesiastical provinces hard hit 
by begging populations and the necessity to provide alms.’8 Exasperated 
northern churchmen lamented the papacy's failure to understand the 
gravity of the situation in the north and balked at the payments, which 
explains their arrears. 

It was not solely religious establishments that were forced into impend- 
ing bankruptcy and into creative ways of facing it. The evidence may be 
skewed toward these great record-keeping institutions, but the crisis was 
bleeding lay lords dry too.”? Evidence on the plight of Prince Wizlaw III, 
the lord of Rügen, the largest of the enormous islands at the mouth of the 
Oder, is dramatic. The prince was obliged by the economic conditions 
and, it must be stressed, the almost unceasing wars to which he and the 
Rügen knightly class were committed? to sell or pledge huge properties, 
tolls, and rents. The method was a simple one. He would transfer the 
income of, say, a rent worth 10 marks a year to a purchaser for a payment 
of 100 marks. The purchaser would draw the income until the prince re- 
purchased the toll at cost. There was no amortization of the purchase price. 

In this way Wizlaw alienated properties at an alarming rate in 1316 
and 1317, especially to rich burghers who saw splendid opportunities to 
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expand and diversify their holdings in the countryside. The monies of 
account used to calculate the purchases were usually “Slavic” or 
“Wendish” marks. I estimate that the prince managed to acquire over 
6,000 marks, the equivalent of between 1,200 and 1,500 English pounds, 
through these alienations in 1316-1317. Despite the incessant refrain giv- 
ing him the option of repurchase, there is not much evidence that the 
properties were successfully redeemed.*! 

What motivated Wizlaw to do this on such a scale was an incentive for 
other lay people,82 even great ones like counts, dukes, margraves, and 
rivals for the German crown in the same period, to think hard about their 
economic situation. Income for the count of Hainaut, for example, plum- 
meted in 1316. Nothing, nothing, nothing is the seemingly endless refrain 
in the fiscal accounts covering the last half of that year and the first half 
of the next. In part the murrain was blamed.8? Even as late as fiscal 1322- 
1323 full recovery had not been achieved.*4 So difficult was the situation 
for Duke Otto I of Pomerania and the margrave of Brandenburg in 1317 
and 1318 that they went down the same road as did Wizlaw and disposed 
of properties with largely chimerical options of repurchase. Burghers 
from towns like Stettin (Szczecin) were the buyers.?? Charters of 1315 
and 1317 witness Duke Heinrich II of Braunschweig and a more local 
magnate as pledgers and sellers with four- and three-year redemption op- 
tions.86 Frederick of Austria, Ludwig of Bavaria’s rival for the German 
throne, resorted to the same device when events were looking bad for him 
in 1320.87 

Further east, near the border of Latin Christendom, where migration 
to new lands in the Oderraum was possible, conditions were different. 
The mortgaging and selling of villages to accumulative burghers was 
hardly an effective option. Nor was the arbitrary squeezing of tenants, 
who could readily take to the road and escape lordly power. For lords 
with holdings in the borderlands, the principal need was to maintain a 
labor force to grow food for the garrisons that protected their holdings 
from Slavic reprisals.88 In 1315 the Teutonic Knights in the region of 
Lübeck *saved many of their dependents through the administration of 
doles of grain from the abundant reserves that had been amassed in the 
storage bins of their castles.”3? (Like all garrison towns and frontier vil- 
lages, the castles of the Teutonic Knights tended to have large reserves to 
protect against the shortfalls of siege.)?? During the year 1316 the Cister- 
cian monks of Riddagshausen in the diocese of Magdeburg fed their 
workers/dependents, over four hundred per day, from Lent until harvest- 
time. Kind and considerate the monks may have been, but then they had 
no desire to be found shorthanded when the time to reap arrived.?! For, 
surely, God would have mercy and restore abundance to the people. 
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France 


As in the empire, so too in France on occasion great lordships benefited 
from the famine economy or at least held their own, avoiding budgetary 
crises even after conditions worsened in 1316. Although Guy Fourquin 
acknowledged that the famine years initiated the secular downturn in the 
economy of northern France, the fragmentary fiscalia for the estates of the 
richly endowed royal abbey of Saint-Denis, on which he depended for his 
analysis, led him to believe that the downturn initially had a gentle 
slope.?? The problem with generalizing from the records of Saint-Denis is 
not merely that they are so spotty but that the abbey’s income, as far as it 
can be ascertained, was so diversified, including, like that of a number 
of other neighboring lords (and individual proprietors and tenants), a 
substantial return from viticulture, which recovered faster than cereal 
husbandry.?3 

Thus work on the abbey of Les Vaux de Cernay, about twenty kilome- 
ters southwest of Paris, suggests the same conclusion about the nature of 
the decline and the possibility of relatively rapid recovery for lordships 
with diversified holdings in arable and, as the French would say, vignoble. 
Les Vaux de Cernay possessed numerous vineyards and significant associ- 
ated rights in regions as far distant as eastern Normandy (such as Vernon 
and Mantes), the Beauce, and the Gätinais, not to mention along the 
southern banks of the Seine.?^ The first two or three years of volatile wine 
prices were unsettling, combined as they were with an unstable grain 
market, but Alain George has concluded that the abbey's profits during 
the price rises—in wine prices specifically—were sufficient to compensate 
for the recurrent declines. When the vintage recovered earlier than the 
grain harvests, this further permitted the abbey to weather the agrarian 
crisis.?5 

Evidence on the rural estates of the cathedral chapter of Sens, the archi- 
episcopal see less than a hundred kilometers southeast of Paris, is a little 
bleaker, but it too confirms the impression from the Saint-Denis and Les 
Vaux de Cernay material. In the fiscal account of 1317, the cathedral 
scribe routinely alluded to the effect of the harvest shortfalls on the chap- 
ter's receipts in words like the following: *For two measures of oats owed 
at the farm of Le Nave. Nothing. The chapter forgave [it]." Or, again, 
*From Lord John the cellarer for the vineyards of Champigny. It was 
forgiven him." *The homestead at Monceaux. Nothing." *The house at 
Saint-Aubin. Nothing." From another house, *Nothing." From a bundle 
of rents in kind, *Nothing." From a group of meadows, *Nothing." 
From the customary levy owed the chapter when grain was transported 
from the viscounty of Melun, *Nothing"—presumably because there had 
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been little or no grain to transport. From a mill, where there was insuffi- 
cient grain to grind, “Nothing.” Yet with all these “nothings” the scribe 
could still conclude that, “the deduction having been made of all expenses 
from total income, receipts exceed expenses by 817 pounds, 7 shillings, 
and 6 pence."?6 And the entries recorded as nihil that permeate the ac- 
count show evidence of having been revised as soon as conditions briefly 
improved; the mill, for example, would soon show a small receipt.?” 

In two studies, one of Cluniac priories north of Paris and the other of 
the granges of the Cistercian abbey of Chaalis, Philippe Racinet and 
Francois Blary have been able to document similar conditions. Between 
1310 and 1325, according to Racinet, many of the Cluniac priories wit- 
nessed an increase in indebtedness and a general weakening of their eco- 
nomic clout, which, in turn, exacerbated their problems in relations with 
other authorities.?? In a number of houses, the style of life and level of 
well-being deteriorated, although these trends were not universal.?? Good 
leadership, especially in liquidating debts, went a long way to mitigating 
the disaster's impact; so Racinet can conclude, as did Fourquin, that the 
era of the famine was the beginning of a long secular decline in the eco- 
nomic health of the region and its monasteries, but hardly an unqualified 
catastrophe in its own right.!00 Blary, more briefly, concludes that there 
was a break in economic equilibrium, with appropriate adjustments in 
management practices, but also not a profound catastrophe for the 
granges of Chaalis.!?! 

I raised the question earlier whether this conclusion can be generalized 
for northern France. It is doubtful. Balancing the evidence of a brief sharp 
pain followed by rapid, if only partial, recovery is other evidence of lords 
suffering significant reversals and modifying their practices accordingly. 
This was especially the case for seigneurs who were already hard-pressed 
on the eve of the famine. The Cistercian monastery of Vaulerent near 
Senlis had endured a series of predicaments in the decade before the Great 
Famine. When the harvest shortfalls of 1315 became manifest, the monks, 
like some of their imperial counterparts, felt constrained to rush headlong 
into leasing.102 A number of granges in this general area made the same 
transition in 1315 or thereabouts even if they were suffering less sig- 
nificantly from the economic crisis.103 

Another device employed to assure the survival of impecunious institu- 
tions in France was the raising of cash (for the purchase of high-priced 
foodstuffs) from the sale of annuities or life rents. The Picard abbey of 
Saint-Amand went this route but still had to borrow right and left at high 
interest.10^ Indeed, the abbey needed to borrow partly in order to pay the 
return on the investments it had solicited, but the abbot probably went 
too far when, without the permission of any superior lords, he put valu- 
able woodlands in the hands of the monastery's creditors, a fact that was 


76 FAMINE IN RURAL SOCIETY 


revealed in mid-October 1320.!% Shortly thereafter (probably 1321) the 
king, Philip V, acknowledged that the depredations of the Flemings “as 
well as the sterility of the fruits of [the abbey’s] possessions over the pre- 
ceding several years” had brought it to the brink of bankruptcy. He was 
particularly concerned at how the moneylenders were continuing to dis- 
turb and vex the luckless monks.106 

Effects of the agrarian crisis on other French houses were equally dele- 
terious and sometimes more dramatic. When the inmates of Deux- 
Jumelles, a Norman house, were officially visited in 1314 by a delegation 
of the abbey of Cerisy, the visitors found an institution in bad shape, 
poorly administered, with a physical plant urgently in need of repairs. 
They laid down careful instructions on how to rectify the situation.107 
The famine years that followed, however, were disastrous. It was not 
simply that Deux-Jumelles marked time for a while, as a visitation in 
1315 makes clear.!0? It fell further and further into disrepair. In 1318 a 
panel of visitors reported that it had found complete chaos at the house. 
For lack of money, books that had already been lost in 1314 had never 
been replaced; clerical vestments were wanting; lighting was insufficient 
because there was no money available for candles. The altar of Saint 
Thomas was neglected, even though it was supported with *good rents" 
(“bonos redditus")—Aa rent paid in grain whose value increased with the 
dearth. (Other rents were just bad, that is, had failed.) The buildings con- 
tinued in disrepair. With the number of employees cut, no one was tend- 
ing the cemetery, and the bells were not even being rung. Something had 
to be done or the evils would multiply (“Fiat aut male erit"). With no 
money, no charity was being given.10? 

We saw earlier that despite problems on this scale, the papacy contin- 
ued to make demands on the northern churches. In the most famous re- 
monstrance to this fiscal exploitation, Jacques de Thérines, the abbot of 
the badly affected abbey of Chaalis and *the most prominent Cistercian 
of his day," composed a magnificent and moving lament of the famine 
and the misery occasioned by wars in progress and holy wars ever in 
planning.!! An order in 1318 to the Cistercian fathers and to those 
charged with the visitation of houses had commanded them *to inform 
the Chapter General fully about the economic state of the houses they had 
visited." 111 In his letter to the pope roughly contemporary to this order 
Jacques reported that by this time the situation in France, where *the 
houses of the Order are most numerous," was one in which the abbeys 
were simply wasting away, surrounded by sterile fields and vicious lower 
nobles or minor gentry (*nobiles mediocres"), who were themselves up 
against the wall in the agrarian crisis.!!2 The good monks turned to credit 
both to combat their penury and to provide themselves with the resources 
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to feed the suffering poor.!!3 Hardly possessing the income to pay off the 
loans, they were obliged to borrow to keep up the payments on the inter- 
est. Usury was gnawing away at the order’s vitals.114 


British Isles 


In Britain as on the Continent, the initial shortfall in the harvest of winter 
wheat and then the shortfalls in the autumn harvest of 1315 were a tem- 
porary boon for large producers.!!? In Britnell’s rather understated 
words, “large estates might be better able to hold out for the best prices, 
and there is good evidence that they did so."!!6 Canterbury Cathedral 
Priory, for example, whose budget was in excess of £2,000 per annum, 
was running deficits from 1303 through 1314 that varied in size from 
£133 to £864. (There were only four years in this period with very mod- 
est surpluses—from £19 to £43.) Yet for 1315 following the explosion in 
prices, the priory enjoyed a £233 surplus in its budget.!!? 

Let us focus our attention on the cathedral priory for a few moments, 
for its fate discloses a number of important aspects of response to the 
agrarian crisis. Though recording a sizable surplus in 1315, the priory 
plunged into debt soon after and had deficits of £591 in 1316, of £285 in 
1317, and of £534 in 1318.118 How can this be explained? In the first 
place the surplus of 1315 is somewhat misleading. It is certainly true that 
the priory benefited from the sale of its available grain in the first year. 
But in fact the wheat harvest had been so disastrous that the benefits were 
attenuated. Only fields with particularly good drainage produced suffi- 
cient grain for sale. The priory also managed to sell off supplies of oats, 
which were less brutally affected than wheat by the weather. No steward 
could have been entirely happy, therefore, with the returns from the es- 
tates; and, indeed, the priory accounts showed a surplus less from the 
benefits of the grain price rise than from huge oblations to the priory 
(over £500) as pilgrims prayed for the return of good weather.!1? 

Then, as we know, the disaster renewed itself. Grain price inflation 
redounded on other products. Whatever grain products and hay and wine 
that the monastic labor force itself did not produce, or which tenants who 
owed rents in kind could not render, had to be bought at the inflated 
prices of 1316, even as production on the estates themselves plummeted 
during this, the worst year of the bad weather.!?0 Mavis Mate estimates 
that expenses may have doubled as a result.!2! Moreover, Canterbury 
had a continuing upsurge in pilgrims, pilgrims caught now in the same 
cost-of-living crisis as was the priory itself. So offerings to the priory did 
not keep pace with the increasing number of pilgrims. Indeed, oblations 
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seem to have declined by 50 percent. The poorer pilgrims, large numbers 
of whom were in orders, were now asking for relief; and the monks of the 
priory found it difficult to cut charity without undercutting the reputation 
of their house and thereby jeopardizing the likelihood of increased alms 
to it in the future. The large number of clerical pilgrims, incidentally, 
necessitated a twofold increase in the priory’s expenditure for commun- 
ion wine, since part of the devotional practice was repeated eucharistic 
service. 122 

The dismal situation affected the tenants of the priory too. Rents de- 
clined by perhaps 45 percent, so that the overall effect of the depression 
in income was a series of cost-cutting measures. Pensions were curtailed 
or respited. Measures that had been decided upon to improve the material 
fabric of the priory were delayed of execution. Costly litigation was post- 
poned. Yet as far removed from the war zone as the priory was, royal 
taxation to pay for the war with the Scots ate up these savings. And even 
the phenomenally high prices for oats, which the priory estates still man- 
aged to produce in relative abundance, could not offset the downturn. !23 

After an improved harvest in 1319—to continue the story—the priory 
experienced a skyrocketing increase in oblations to it. The refusal to cut 
charity had been a wise one; and the feeling that God had again turned 
His face to the people inclined the less straitened pilgrims of that year to 
be extremely generous. Offerings reached £577. Relics given by clerical 
pilgrims had a value of over £426. We know this is so because relic-rich 
Canterbury Cathedral Priory saw no reason to keep the bones offered it 
by provincial religious and recorded the prices it got when it sold them off 
to other pilgrims. Finally in 1320 a murrain hit. In general the priory’s 
flocks and herds had done well through the wet years, but the cattle mur- 
rain of 1320 was devastating, a fact that undercut dairy income as 
well.124 Yet, interestingly, offerings from pilgrims edged up again during 
1320, as they had in the first year of the Great Famine, in the desperate 
attempt of the pious to assuage God’s anger and bring a quick end to the 
pestilence. Indeed, their offerings, in excess of £670 in 1320 alone, al- 
lowed the priory to surmount this disaster too.!25 Thus, generalizing, 
Mate can conclude that “this economy,” namely, that of southeastern 
England, “was profoundly shaken, but not destroyed, by the agrarian 
crisis of 1315-22.” 126 

For most lords, however, and despite regional variations,!2’ the situa- 
tion, even if it started out well or at least endurable, deteriorated rapidly, 
and there were no bonanzas of pilgrims’ oblations to lessen the pain. To 
be sure, “our sources are neither ample enough nor sufficiently sensitive 
to register the precise effects of the famine” on many minor lords and 
lesser landowners.!28 Nonetheless, some very instructive data from an 
array of regions in Britain have survived. On the one hand, the stewards 
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of lesser estates in England seem at first to have withheld quantities of 
grain from local markets in order to ship it to more distant ones where 
prices were significantly higher. On the other, the persistence and ubi- 
quity of the severe grain shortfalls undermined these men’s ability to se- 
quester very much grain for shipping, explaining what appears to have 
been a marked decline in “carrying services” in the famine years just as 
we earlier observed on the estates of the Cathedral of Sens in France.!?? 

Minor English lords also had less flexibility than the great landholders 
in discharging their financial obligations, so it was necessary for them to 
sell their crop earlier than the great lords did—that is, before the full effect 
of the price rises could be felt. The regional economy of East Anglian 
Breckland seems to have been peculiarly in disarray. A documentable 20 
percent drop in crop yields of wheat, rye, barley, and peas in 1317-1318 
must have been matched by a severe downturn in demand (otherwise 
mystifying in its causes), for there was no sharp rise in grain prices in the 
short run. This may explain the inability of the small manor of Fornham 
in Breckland to weather the crisis in production. So “severely disrupted” 
was grain production there in 1317 and 1318 that the “profitability of the 
manor turned into large deficits.” 130 

To get around the fiscal difficulties, some institutions in Britain, as on 
the Continent, turned to corrodies.!3! These annuity agreements prom- 
ised investors in the institution a fixed annual return of room and board. 
The corrodies were particularly seductive to the aged and to widows with 
small hoards of cash or inheritances but who might feel unable to weather 
the calamities of the harvest shortfalls and high prices on their own. In- 
deed, the device was a common one for ecclesiastical institutions to de- 
ploy in financial exigencies.!?? There was a harsh side to this practice, 
often emphasized by scholars, namely, the crown's right in England and 
Wales to nominate corrodarians. Nomination was a way of providing 
maintenance and a pension, free of government expense, for trusted but 
old royal servants, and such corrodies were established or perpetuated 
with minimum or no investment into the houses that received the pen- 
sioners. The Cistercian abbey of Maenan (Aberconwy) in north Wales, 
suffering exactions because of the Welsh rebellion of 1314-1316 and 
then bad harvests, with courage and determination refused to accept an- 
other corrodarian of this type during the famine. 133 

Another possibility under circumstances of collapsing profits was a di- 
rect cut in the paid labor force. Bolton Priory in Yorkshire dismissed 
more than half of its servants between 1315 and 1318; from a high of 100 
or 120 the number declined to 35 or 36.134 Temporary layoffs, such as of 
plowmen, also occurred, as, for example, at the manor of Meopham in 
Kent. There too, not unexpectedly, the cowman would be dismissed after 
murrain annihilated the herd. 12^ 
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It might be argued that there were a number of complications in this 
approach to the difficulties lords were facing. For although, due to the 
large labor supply, underemployed servants and certain other types of 
workers might be dismissed with little net loss to the employers’ aristo- 
cratic lifestyles, it could have been much more problematic to dismiss field 
hands, like plowmen and cowherds, even if they had been marginally 
underemployed in good times. Put another way, it was problematic to 
dismiss them if there was a strong possibility that they would migrate. In 
the beginning, of course, no lord anticipated that the small harvests 
would replicate themselves seemingly endlessly or be accompanied by 
equally sustained depletions of herds and flocks.!?6 Consequently, em- 
ployers desired at most to maintain access to the labor force needed to till, 
plant, and harvest the next (expected) crops and to exploit the restocked 
herds and flocks. Promises of extra beer and boon feasts were tradition- 
ally persuasive gestures both to attach labor to manors during periods of 
peak activity in nonfamine times, when competition among lords for free 
labor was high, and to make the workers feel that their intense work 
routines were worthwhile.!?7 Perhaps as migration sharpened late in the 
famine, there was some concern even in the dense rural settlements of 
Europe about the labor supply, but if so it has left remarkably little trace 
in the records. !38 

An alternative or complementary way to hold down expenditures was 
by a restriction of household consumption and capital investment for im- 
provement, repair, and renewal of depleted stores of seed corn, although 
investment was almost minimally low, less than 5 percent of profits 
among lords, even in the best of recent times.!3? For example, the priory 
of Durham, so far as its Bursar Account rolls indicate, typically received 
slightly more than its grain needs from its estates. In the early days of the 
famine, it therefore benefited somewhat from the high grain prices, but 
insufficiently, given the cumulative impact of the crisis on the absolute 
size of the grain harvest, on reserves of fodder, and on the size of herds 
and flocks. All of this was compounded by the English war with the Scots. 
Consequently, the priory suffered a “severe reduction” in income as the 
harvest failures persisted in 1316 and 1317. As a secondary consequence, 
there were bad harvests in 1318 and 1319 that must have been generated 
in part by the woefully inadequate supply of new seed corn. So low, in- 
deed, were the quantities of grain harvested in these years that the subsis- 
tence needs of the priory could not be met without recourse to the high- 
priced market. 140 

An equally bleak situation developed among the Austin canons of 
Bolton Priory, whose estates never produced sufficient grain to feed the 
religious, let alone surplus that would permit them to benefit from the 
inflation of grain prices. They imposed strict limits of consumption and 
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investment on themselves.!4! The canons then went further. Although 
their flocks were depleted and animal prices were, as we know, rather 
slower than grain prices to rise because of potential buyers’ fears of pur- 
chasing diseased animals, the canons sold off some of their livestock at 
low prices to raise desperately needed cash.!42 

In the sometimes bad prefamine years that plagued certain long-estab- 
lished houses already suffering a falloff in largesse, many resorted to 
clever practices (“expedients,” the editor of the cartulary of one such 
house, Daventry Priory in Northamptonshire, calls them) to supplement 
their endowments on the eve of the famine. When the harvest shortfalls 
came and problems of income became manifestly more severe, there 
seems to have been, in Daventry’s case, a furious expansion of these prac- 
tices, judging by the number of conveyances, quitclaims, and exchanges 
in the famine years, 1315-1322.1# These expedients were but variants 
on the flip-flopping from direct exploitation, so-called high farming, to 
leasing and back again so characteristic of Continental lords and fully 
evidenced in the English records as well.1#4 

One order, the Hospitallers, was given a golden opportunity to survive 
the agrarian crisis without resort to this sort of manipulation of the land 
market. The problem was how to exploit this opportunity to the fullest. 
Like most other major institutions the Hospitallers had come through the 
thirteenth century relatively strong, despite the continuous inflation. 
There were ominous signs, of course, especially the passage of the English 
Statute of Mortmain in 1279 and similar ordinances on the Continent. 145 
Whatever its general impact on monasteries and churches (and the issue 
is debated), that statute and its Continental parallels put considerable 
limitations on the granting of lands to ecclesiastical institutions and ap- 
pear to have had a devastating effect on grants to the Hospitallers. Almost 
no lay donors of lands or rents to the Hospitallers are recorded in En- 
gland after 1279 for the next forty years.!^9 Whether the decline in en- 
dowments was due solely to the effect of the statute may be doubted: after 
the loss of the last crusader outpost in the Holy Land (1291), it is plausi- 
ble—although, again, this is disputed—that lay enthusiasm for endowing 
the military orders would have fallen off anyway.1*7 

What seemed to the Hospitallers, however, to speak directly to its need 
for money, as the low rate of endowments persisted, were the arrange- 
ments surrounding the suppression of its great rival, the Temple, at the 
Council of Vienne in 1312. For the suppression of the Templar Order on 
an assortment of unproved charges, including sodomy and heresy, had as 
a corollary the transfer of Templar wealth and property to the Hospital- 
lers.148 This was the golden opportunity referred to above. 

What we discover, however, thanks to the work of Michael Gervers, is 
that the agrarian crisis in the years after 1312 (though he does not say so 
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explicitly) was anything but conducive to the efficient transfer of this 
property to Hospitaller control. While former Templar brothers awaited 
final punishment, the royal government charged the cost of their mainte- 
nance against the property, thus reducing its value. It ordered that cattle 
and other movables from Templar estates be given over to the crown. 
Moreover, the heirs of lay patrons and donors used the courts to argue 
that the order’s dissolution broke the quitclaims that had accompanied 
the original endowments, so that they should revert to the heirs of the 
donors. Their pleas were made more urgent in those instances where the 
effect of the agrarian crisis was already lowering their own income. And 
what precisely were the endowments, anyway? The heirs of patrons and 
donors in the immediate aftermath of the suppression had often seized 
Templar manors and the records from those manors. Many of the records 
were destroyed, to the everlasting disadvantage of the Hospitallers. 

The Templar estates were like a bleeding animal thrown into a bay full 
of hungry sharks. The crown could hardly be blameless in a period of 
widespread war when it was to its advantage as well to hold on to Tem- 
plar properties. It was not until a parliamentary statute in 1324 (signifi- 
cantly, in the aftermath of the continuous harvest shortfalls and murrains 
and that of the long series of wars) that the king acted to rectify the situa- 
tion, to the degree that rectification was possible.!^? The timetable looks 
the same in English-dominated Ireland: the crown could not effectively 
convey Templar property to the Hospitallers until about 1323.150 Al- 
though the evidence is thin, the situation looks the same in Scotland as 
well.151 

If the Hospitallers, presented with such a possibility of weathering the 
agrarian crisis, found it difficult to do so, how must it have been for other 
lords? Everywhere the sense of crisis seems clear: episcopal officials in 
Salisbury, suffering from a poor return on rents and ecclesiastical taxa- 
tion, continuously lamented the difficulty of collecting ecclesiastical fines 
and subsidies from 1315 through 1322. The earliest of these laments, 
dating from 17 September 1315, associates the difficulties with the bad 
weather. Lean year followed upon lean year. Then the impoverishment 
got worse, not only because of the failure of harvests, but especially be- 
cause of the murrain that affected the great beasts.152 

Under these pressures the equivalent of bankruptcy became common. 
On some manors, although probably not the largest, the very calculation 
of profit (proficuum or valor) was suppressed.!>> Postles, who has drawn 
attention to this fact, shows that there were exceptions even on modest- 
sized estates, but he argues for the general significance of the development 
and the causative role of the bad harvests in it. The interesting thing to 
note is that the *perception of profit" was itself a rather new aspect of 
lordly mentality. The growth and increasing complexity of the thirteenth- 
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century economy had helped transform lords and their estate managers 
from people who were satisfied to have abundance to people who wanted 
to maximize surpluses in order to cash in by disposing of the surpluses in 
rapidly proliferating local and regional markets. Stewards who were just 
beginning to routinize calculations of profit, albeit in crude and uncertain 
ways, began to avoid such calculations when the numbers revealed fail- 
ures of such proportions as were generated during the famine. Sometimes 
the frustrations of the famine years are also revealed in the fiscal accounts 
drawn up at the far end of the crisis, say, 1323, “to assess the damage 
done” by the persistent agrarian disasters. This seems to have been the 
case with regard to the reckoning of the upland demesne of the De Lacy 
estate of Blackburnshire in England.154 

We have already reviewed Continental evidence that monks, like those 
of Saint-Martin of Tournai, turned to begging alms.!°° Impecunious ec- 
clesiastical houses in Britain petitioned great nobles and their own spiri- 
tual superiors to bail them out. The earl of Richmond through his good 
offices secured for the priory of Marrick a “pardon of more than £83 in 
unpaid taxes because of the poverty of the house,” poverty resulting from 
the harvest failures and the depredations of the Scots. Another pardon or, 
rather, respite was secured following the murrain of the 1320s.!5° The 
nuns of Sinningthwaite (except for those rare few who flaunted their ac- 
cess to rich friends and relatives able to meet their personal needs—and 
were severely reprimanded for doing so) could not provide clothing for 
themselves. They went a-begging to the archbishop of York and prevailed 
upon him to provide help in the famine years.!?7 House after house in the 
Anglo-Scottish borderlands complained in 1316, 1317, and 1318 of im- 
minent collapse: Holme Cultram on the west coast near Carlisle, Armath- 
waite Nunnery in the hinterland southeast of Carlisle, Eggleston on the 
Tees about thirty kilometers southwest of Durham.!58 More generally, a 
peak in the number of royal grants of protection to ecclesiastical institu- 
tions in England occurs during the Great Famine— precisely because of 
their fiscal vulnerability. 15? 

An inquisition on the value of lands and rights held by several lay lords 
in these same Anglo-Scottish borderlands reinforces the stark impression 
of the damage and the bankrupting force of the agrarian crisis. By the end 
of 1315 homesteads valued at 6s. 8d. were *waste." Arable, customary 
land and cottages held of the lords, and pasture were all *waste." The 
difficulty of exploiting the lucrative fishing on the river Tweed had re- 
duced the value of fishing rights at various places—30, 50, 100 percent, 
compared with what peacetime and fair weather promised.160 

Such a collapse of rents and evident abandonment or waste of tene- 
ments parallel to that observed on the Continent, in the Braunschweig 
hinterland, for instance, after the retreat from direct exploitation by its 
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lords, finally ruined Bolton Priory.!6! The canons had to disperse to other 
houses of the Anglo-Scottish borderlands in order to survive.162 The nuns 
of Moxby and of Rosedale, two other Yorkshire houses, had to disperse 
for the same reason, the bankrupting force of the harvest shortfalls and 
murrains and war.!6? 

It is impossible to say whether the wars and their attendant taxation 
had a greater impact in some regions than did the harvest failures.!6* Yet 
for the English kingdom's “minor gentry” the fiscal crisis, exacerbated by 
war, was something of a turning point in their relations with the crown. 
The participation of the minor gentry in the rebellion of 1322 against 
Edward II has been attributed by Scott Waugh in part to the beating that 
they took from the economic effects of the famine and the war taxation. 
Waugh attributes the nasty edge and vicious quality of the rebellion, and 
its appalling toll on the common people, to the sense of frustration and 
betrayal inherited from the terrible years when the rains, the wars, and 
the taxation never stopped.!6 


The plight of lords in Wales was initially a little better. Take, for example, 
the pastoral economy of north Wales. Still imperfectly monetized, that 
economy was activated by a huge number of rent payments in kind. These 
included the characteristic butter rents that bondmen paid to lords. Be- 
cause of production shortfalls, these rents were reduced in absolute quan- 
tity from what they had been in, say, 1314; even so, their collection would 
have cushioned other losses the lords were incurring.!96 For it would have 
been possible for the lords to take advantage of the high prices that butter 
was fetching in the marketplaces of garrison towns.!67 

Nonetheless, the combination of harvest failures, war, and murrains 
eventually wreaked havoc in Wales almost as terrible as that in the Anglo- 
Scottish borderlands. The ministers' accounts of Neath Abbey in the ex- 
treme south, where the Welsh rebellion was localized, describe the results 
in 1315 and 1316: tolls collected at Neath, the burg, were modest, and 
there were *no more because of the war." Rents from mountain tene- 
ments especially, but elsewhere as well, were uncollectible or off *because 
of the war"; many tenants were themselves dead. Mills were no longer in 
operation because they were burned or utterly (omnino) destroyed in the 
war. The disruption interrupted the work of the courts, so that profits 
from pleas crashed.!68 (A similar effect occurred in Ireland, where the 
eyre of Drogheda had to be suspended as late as November 1322.)16? 
Smiths, potash makers, and potters left their forges, fires, and turners in 
the woodlands rather than risk injury from the war.!7° Yet despite all this 
disruption and the clear decline in production, the crown seems to have 
appropriated scarce grain in the region and put so much pressure on 
Neath Abbey to supply its troops that the religious severely depleted their 
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herds: “sold in the war” is a refrain in the accounts.!! When the mop- 
ping-up operation was completed, the crown inflicted a heavy fine on the 
adherents or supporters of the rebellion, but the king pardoned half of 
it—partly no doubt to show his grace, partly, it must be supposed, in 
recognition of the terrible effect of the war.!7? 

The Cistercian monks of several Welsh abbeys made bitter laments 
about the destruction. Monks at Llantarnam Abbey, whose numbers had 
decreased from sixty to twenty by 1317, complained of having been 
forced during the rebellion to cede valuable properties to the rebels, and 
were concerned lest the king appropriate these to the crown lands after 
the rebellion was crushed and forfeiture of rebels’ holdings decreed.!73 At 
the same time the government was requisitioning needed timber from the 
monks of Llantarnam, which they, to little or no avail, did not want to 
sell.174 And, as if this were not enough, ecclesiastical taxation of the 
Welsh churches continued apace despite what verged on becoming a total 
economic collapse. The monks of poor Neath Abbey curtly summarized 
a widely shared attitude to ecclesiastical taxation: how could they pay 
when they had already “been plundered of their goods” in local wars?17$ 

To Maenan (Aberconwy) Abbey, in the vale of Conwy about ten kilo- 
meters from the northern coast, the ripples of the southern rebellion and 
its suppression also reached. Mortgaging of many properties from their 
total of 40,000 acres or more was attributed to “lean years and debt.” 176 
The crown was engaging in any number of dubiously legal moves against 
the abbeys of north Wales to supply itself during the war and to protect 
against the possibility and success of a Scottish invasion of Anglesey and 
north Wales from Ireland.!77 It tried to compel the monks of Cymer near 
the western coast, for example, to finance needed bridge building, but 
they resisted. 178 

Some demographic data on the Welsh garrison towns (a misnomer for 
these essentially rural settlements) have survived. But because the English 
were given to gross resettlement practices, it is not possible to measure the 
overall impact of the crisis from this material.17? The evidence of taxa- 
tion, however, showing revenues extracted by the English even in north 
Wales declining by 30 percent, does at least point in the direction of sig- 
nificant disruption leading to a major decline in production.180 


Conclusion 


Much, much more would have to be done before a fully satisfying picture 
of the economic condition of rural lords could possibly be painted. Un- 
doubtedly, the final balance sheet will see bright spots and large expanses 
of shadows in the history of seigneurial profit during the famine. None- 
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theless, a few conclusions seem certain, although they, too, must be of- 
fered only as tentative interpretations of the data. First, on balance the 
fiscal situation in the countryside was negative for lords. Unless the high 
prices for a particular commodity they controlled—like salt, for instance, 
in the case of some Baltic lords—outweighed the effect of an absolute 
decline in production, even the greatest seigneurs with huge resources 
found it difficult after the first year or so of bad weather and bad harvests 
to maintain profit levels. Lesser producers, but still great men and great 
institutions, fared significantly worse. Yet the most horrendous fiscal ex- 
periences were those of minor lords whose profit margin was already low 
in areas hit particularly hard by a combination of bad weather, murrain, 
war, and taxation. Welsh and Flemish monasteries suffered prolonged 
and deep impoverishment. In England, Yorkshire looks especially bad, 
with canons and nuns of fiscally strapped houses abandoning their con- 
vents in something like despair, but similar abandonments occurred in 
Flanders as well. 

In the Baltic area and in the rural hinterland of London, such abandon- 
ments do not seem to have taken place, but the severity of the situation is 
indicated by the many and ingenious devices employed in the effort to 
maintain profits or at least soften the fiscal crisis. Canterbury’s sale of 
relics given as oblations is the most striking example, but the lord of 
Rügen's financial practices are almost as arresting. Prelates in the dioceses 
of Braunschweig, Lübeck, and Magdeburg, to name just three other ex- 
amples, were equally active in seeking to mitigate the effects of the agrar- 
ian crisis on their rural estates—leasing demesne, recovering it, providing 
incentives to a dissipating workforce, and on and on. Thanks to these 
measures, neither lay lords nor institutional lords in these regions were 
ever in danger of disappearing or collapsing. It remains to be seen, how- 
ever, whether the kind of pressures they responded to could be con- 
fronted with as much success by families and individuals. We have 
danced around this issue a bit already in this chapter. We must address it 
fully in the next. 


5 


THE COST-OF-LIVING CRISIS: RUSTICS 


living” (penuria) among ordinary people. Flanders, 1316: “Pen- 

ury and high prices grew apace.”! Würzburg, 1316: “The poor 
beset by penury and hunger were greedily eating the carcasses of cattle” 
dead from disease.” The region around Salzburg, 1317: it was the year of 
“penury and the severest hunger,” the “greatest penury.”? 

In the case of England, it is possible to construct an aggregate decennial 
index of the disequilibrium between prices and wages, which constitutes 
a very partial measure of penury, from ca. 1260 to 1347. Because the 
compilers of the data lump together information on the wages of agricul- 
tural and building workers, it is difficult to correct for urban as opposed 
to rural penury. Nonetheless, overall—as we might have expected from 
the conclusions in chapter 3—there appears to have been an increasing 
disequilibrium in favor of prices from 1260 to 1320 with three dysfunc- 
tional peaks before 1347, namely, ca. 1270-1280, ca. 1290-1300 and, 
massively, 1310-1320.* Suggestive as this is, however, of a cost-of-living 
crisis, it is, as already remarked, only a very partial measure of penury. 
How important, after all, can prices and wages have been in determining 
the quality of life among rustics who consumed a great deal of what they 
grew and had only limited recourse to the market? To explore the ques- 
tion of penury among ordinary people in the countryside will require 
additional modes of investigation. 


() BSERVERS NOTED and bemoaned the “crisis in the cost of 


The Scholarly Debate 


To begin with, two schools of thought seem to have emerged in recent 
decades concerning the economic well-being of rural society on the eve of 
the famine. Scholars partial to each have drawn support from the surviv- 
ing evidence. At one extreme—though this is a caricature of sorts—we 
may imagine the thirteenth century in the north as something like a 
golden age. It was a period of growth in the economy as a whole; and 
even though growth gradually slowed, it did not stop.” The vast majority 
of rustics benefited from this growth and were not impoverished when 
deceleration occurred. 
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To sustain this view, we would need to show that typical holdings 
yielded far in abundance of what was needed for subsistence or were 
capable of increased exploitation when need arose. We would have to 
look askance at efforts to calculate rustics’ productive capacity simply 
from grain growing, since there were many other products, less easily 
quantifiable from our sources than grain, but probably significant none- 
theless. Since land prices were high (a fact accepted by everyone), there 
was an incentive to sell small plots. Indeed, there was an active land mar- 
ket among both free and juridically unfree rustics (all of whose entrepre- 
neurial behavior, so it has been alleged, may mark them out as true indi- 
vidualists). Moreover, wages from doing all kinds of tasks supplemented 
home production and could have allowed rustics the opportunity of liv- 
ing in some comfort or, in the cases where home production fell below 
subsistence needs, could have put the rural dweller’s “budget”—even the 
budget, perhaps, of the landless laborer and family—on a sound footing. 
There were bound to be individuals, one-parent households, dysfunc- 
tional families, even poorly run or marginal institutions that could not 
make do and isolated regions that failed to benefit, but in this view of 
things these would be exceptions, not the rule, during most, perhaps all, 
of the thirteenth century. In fine, the thirteenth-century European rural 
population was no “peasantry” at all in the sense of an abjectly op- 
pressed, nonentrepreneurial, marginally subsisting mass of people with- 
out notions of private property in land. 

At the other extreme is the view—again, slightly caricatured here to 
emphasize the differences—that, however idyllic the early thirteenth cen- 
tury was, the close of the century saw a concatenation of factors that 
pauperized the vast bulk of the peasantry (the choice of the word peas- 
antry is deliberate). These factors reduced the peasants to a depressed 
economic condition similar to that of the eastern European peasantries of 
the early modern period. The demographic glut so far outstripped eco- 
nomic growth that Europeans were living from hand to mouth. Plots of 
land had become so subdivided that few families could produce their 
needs from their own holdings. Landless laborers became common. Ser- 
vice and wages were essential. Service—employment as a servant in an 
aristocratic household or ecclesiastical institution, or as a bondman ona 
lordly estate—offered some protection in return for the loss of autonomy 
and the degradation of personal status. 

For free people wages meant the difference, not between comfort and 
modest living, but between hunger and living at all. Budgets were perpet- 
ually strained because wages did not keep pace with prices. Unemploy- 
ment made life unendurable. The real entrepreneurial activity, activated 
by humiliation and the specter of bankruptcy and starvation, was resis- 
tance: appropriating the lord’s harvest by theft; poaching in his forests, 
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chases, parks, warrens, and fishponds, and from his dovecotes; using cus- 
tom to thwart his fiscal exactions; plowing too lightly; working to rule. 
Evidence has been amassed on both sides, but which of these two views 
is closer to the truth? On the resolution of this question hangs the proper 
interpretation of the initial impact of the bad weather and harvest short- 
falls on ordinary people in rural society. If the standard of living was 
relatively high in the countryside and the normal “surplus” (food pro- 
duced beyond the amount needed to prevent the obvious signs of malnu- 
trition) was large, then “severe effects” from the harvest shortfalls should 
have been delayed or, in the rosiest scenario, never have materialized at 
all. In any case, the longer they were delayed, the more certain we could 
be that rural life before the famine was on the prosperous side. By severe 
effects I mean things like the extensive abandonment of homesteads, de- 
sertion of villages, widespread begging, and the kind of slashing of con- 
sumption that results in nutritional catastrophe, including, ultimately, a 
sharp increase in mortality. If any of these or similar severe effects oc- 
curred already by late summer 1315 and their causes cannot be explained 
by other means, we can be fairly confident in concluding that rural life 
was poised at the very edge of subsistence for the mass of families on the 
eve of the agrarian crisis. The later we find these kinds of effects beginning 
to manifest themselves, and the less significant they were at the outset, the 
greater the likelihood that the “average” rural household was relatively 
prosperous before the persistent harvest shortfalls and murrains began. 


Rural Society 


In order to make a judgment on these matters, we will have to explore any 
number of aspects of rural society—some obviously, some not so obvi- 
ously, responsive either to the sorts of conditions that brought on the 
agrarian crisis or to the economic situation of farmers and laborers in 
general. Let us turn first to one of the most confusing issues, that of the 
significance of personal and tenurial freedom.6 To begin with, why some 
people were free and others were unfree (serfs, villeins, and the like) in the 
thirteenth century or why there were degrees of freedom—if that is the 
preferred language—is not clear.” Most of the recent work on the origins 
of medieval serfdom is polemical in tone and not very enlightening.? It 
does establish that a transition occurred sometime in the ninth, tenth, or 
eleventh century, depending on the region, during which time the lan- 
guage of slavery was displaced by the language of serfdom. 

The people whom we regard as juridically unfree in the thirteenth cen- 
tury may or may not have been descendants of the slaves of the old re- 
gime. Some certainly were, but others were the descendants of people 
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who had commended themselves in the centuries of transition into the 
hereditary dependent relationships recognized by thirteenth-century law- 
yers as characteristic of unfreedom. Others were the descendants of men 
and women who had gone to live under the protection of or had accepted 
lands from lords who, as compensation, exacted perpetual services (later 
classified as servile) that were attached to the tenements or villages the 
rustics occupied. Free rustics in the thirteenth century could not necessar- 
ily claim any long ancestral lineage of their status either; many had only 
recently purchased their liberty or were the children or grandchildren of 
many thousands of others who had.? 

In a number of regions, like Normandy and Scandinavia, few classic 
characteristics of juridical serfdom or servile (customary) tenure were at 
all prominent in farming villages around 1300, but other forms of depen- 
dency were strong.!? In other regions, like parts of the so-called Celtic 
Fringe, clan-based bondage (like castes elsewhere in the world), though 
demeaning, encouraged strong kinship and village solidarities that, to 
some extent, mitigated its debasing and alienating character.!! In still 
other regions, like the empire, where serf as a personal status did become 
firmly established, it could hardly be said to have degraded one’s dignity 
or handicapped the achievement of financial well-being, at least not for 
many of the ministeriales who helped govern the country, intermarried 
with baronial families, possessed castles, made claims to knighthood, 
and had vassals.!2 In England and most of northern France, on the con- 
trary, serfdom and villeinage and servile tenure were alive and well.13 
And in the Rhineland and elsewhere in the western parts of the empire 
many German-speaking farmers labored under the same obligations as 
serfs or occupiers of servile tenements in the kingdoms to the west; this 
was one reason so many sought freer tenures and free status on the Slavic 
frontier. !4 

With such a variety of juridical situations in rural society, it is hardly 
surprising that scholars have engaged in a number of (sometimes fruitless) 
disagreements about the quality of village life. Not all aspects of these 
disagreements are relevant to a discussion of the crisis of 1315-1322, but 
what the debate has shown is that even the hardest and fastest distinctions 
drawn by thirteenth-century jurists between servile and free status 
(whether focusing on personal status or on landholding) could be quite 
fragile or porous in social and tenurial reality.!? 

The question as to whether in England or northern France having to 
fulfill servile obligations undermined one's livelihood or one's feelings of 
self-worth has constituted a particularly sharp focus for debate.!6 While 
this issue cannot be fully resolved here, what seems to be a reasonable 
working hypothesis, based, for example, on magisterial work on Lincoln- 
shire, is this: “[w]hen times were harder lords’ immediate recourse was to 
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their unfree tenants and to a more scrupulous exaction of customary dues 
and services."!7 What this suggests is that however equal the social and 
economic position of servile and free rustics was in good times, an agrar- 
ian crisis of the dimensions experienced from 1315 to 1322 would distort 
that equality to the considerable disadvantage of the servile population. 
Over and over again in the course of this chapter, we shall find indica- 
tions of this differentiation as well as of parallel processes upsetting vil- 
lage equality or magnifying existing village hierarchies. 

The social and natural landscape on which the famine wreaked its woe 
had emerged out of the process of land clearance and reclamation—as- 
sarting, for short. Assarting had been made possible on an enormous 
scale by a metallurgical revolution (dated about the millennium) that per- 
mitted the strengthening and reduction in cost of iron tools and the diffu- 
sion of the heavy plow.!? Sometimes the difficult work took centuries, but 
the results were heroic.!? Significant amounts of assarting were still tak- 
ing place in the older lands of Latin Christendom in the thirteenth cen- 
tury, but the movement as a whole was slackening. By 1300 it was virtu- 
ally complete.20 

In the classic period of assarting, each effort, though usually sponsored 
by one or more lords and supervised by an agent (locator) or partner?! 
was also a collective undertaking of the rustics.2? There was a tendency, 
therefore, after a “lordly portion" (demesne, from Latin dominus) was 
reserved to the lord himself, to distribute to the pioneers shares of the new 
arable in the regularly laid-out, big open (unfenced) fields around the 
village.?? 

Not every village (or bourg) that emerged culminated in this neat pic- 
ture.2^ Some open-field farming regimes and villages were superimposed 
on ancient villages; there was no sense of starting from scratch and there 
was perhaps a less heady atmosphere of adventure and accomplishment 
when the destruction of existing resources to make the transformation 
undermined traditional social arrangements.2? Some settlements were 
specifically intended to be forest villages; their close-in woods supplied 
raw material for the charcoal needed in the production of iron, without 
which the more typical villages (and towns) could not survive.26 Others 
specialized in glassmaking and, therefore, were sited near otherwise poor, 
sandy land, but land with abundance of woods and fern (a source of 
potassium) and access to tin, lead, lime, and iron.27 A number were cut 
out of upland areas that were much more amenable to mixed husbandries 
or to pastoral rather than cereal husbandry.?? And whatever the planners’ 
original intent, a number of the villages that were established came to be 
walled or moated because of unexpected but persistent recurrences of 
baronial violence, and these villages stayed small.2? 

Nevertheless, in the “typical” scenario, each household in the large 
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unwalled village would have had shares in the open fields. These were 
allocated as bundles of strips, themselves scattered through the fields. 
One of many explanations for the scattering suggests that since hail- 
storms, a principal danger at harvesttime, usually wiped out small areas 
of fields without touching others and since soil quality varied so greatly in 
fields even over relatively short distances, scattering was a form of insur- 
ance guaranteeing that no one family risked total loss from a freak hail- 
storm or had a monopoly of choice land in the first distribution.30 Per- 
haps the organizers of assarting and village settlements or the stewards 
serving the lords got double or triple shares,*! but the thrust of property 
holding was egalitarian: common of pasture, common of waste, common 
of woods and water, and long well-distributed strips in the arable for 
each homestead. 

The descendants of the villagers who undertook such a time-consum- 
ing enterprise maintained a sense of community.?? They banded together 
in small groups to provide ox teams for joint plowing.?? The masters of 
each holding constituted the *community of the vill," which issued regu- 
lations (known in English as by-laws, from byr, a Germanic word for 
village) on access to the commons, gleaning and pasture in the harvested 
fields, the planting of crops, and on and on.?^ Meticulous collective plan- 
ning lay behind the most important aspects of village business.?? Commu- 
nity was ritually reinforced by the practice of burying the dead in cemeter- 
ies rather than in separate family plots near the homestead.*¢ 

Lordship, to some extent, limited the autonomy of the community but 
could also serve to bind tenants together. Who other than lords normally 
had the capital to finance the building of watermills, or even the less ex- 
pensive windmills, that provided a locus for community grinding??? Who 
else had the power to impose uniform weights and measures for clusters 
of villages under their control??? The balance is nicely illustrated with 
regard to the adjudication of disputes among villagers. This took place in 
courts monitored by the lord's steward, but run by village elders applying 
their essentially uncontested understanding of customs supposedly im- 
posed by the lord; the court rolls that record the outcome of these dis- 
putes as well as register routine transfers of property within the village 
constitute our best, though certainly not our only, source on popular cul- 
ture in the countryside??—and also on the effective absence of the powers 
of lordship in myriad aspects of village life. 

There were ups and downs in village solidarity, of course. And one 
among many reasons for this was that even the best-intentioned commu- 
nitarian or collective efforts did not maintain the allegedly pristine eco- 
nomic equality of village life. In terms of status, if, as most historians 
believe, early ‘servile” assarters ipso facto earned their freedom (“Ro- 
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dung macht frei"),*! the kinds of commendations into unfreedom de- 
scribed earlier could occur among debt-ridden former assarters and their 
descendants.*? The need for protection against bandits and, on the east- 
ern frontier, against pagans could induce some tenants to yield the privi- 
leges that their ancestors had obtained as a condition for clearing and 
settling the land. Even some of the original obligations imposed on home- 
steads or tracts in the assarting communities might come to be construed 
as servile by later lawyers. 

In terms of holdings, the issues were more complex. Waste and pasture 
might be brought into cultivation by lords, to the benefit of certain rustics 
and not others. Woodlands might be transformed into game reserves in- 
tended to be exploited exclusively by lords and their friends. Villages that 
practiced partible inheritance sometimes saw strips subdivided into min- 
uscule units that many scholars believe were incapable of supporting a 
young couple with children. Villages where holdings tended to descend 
intact—through ultimogeniture, exclusion of females, or, less often, pri- 
mogeniture—often witnessed the creation of a class of landless rustics, 
who consequently had no voice in the councils of village elders and no 
access to whatever common rights survived.* 

Those people reduced to very small holdings and those with no agricul- 
tural property to speak of were not necessarily impoverished. A few be- 
came village priests. Advantageous marriages might bring property to 
others. Supplementary agricultural labor, like that of threshers, was 
needed at critical times; and there were opportunities for occasional labor 
at almost all times of the year.** Craftwork, either as a vocation or part- 
time if rustics retained a few strips in the great fields, might provide addi- 
tional income or the opportunity to lease additional agricultural property 
when the chance arose: “every rural society needed workers in wood, 
leather, metals and pottery, since objects made of these materials were 
essentials for agricultural production and for daily living.”4 There was 
also a place for quarrymen, herbalists, salt-workers, glazers, tailors, mill- 
ers, hucksters, dairymaids, and domestic servants.*6 Finally, unless the 
seigneurial regime was extremely strict, youthful males, in particular, 
might seek their livelihoods elsewhere, and, especially for Flemings and 
Germans, in new villages being created on the Slavic frontier." What 
seems certain—and what partly explains the continuing attractiveness of 
the eastern frontier to inhabitants of the Rhineland—is that the net rise in 
population in the oldest settled parts of Latin Christendom and the lack 
of rich assartable lands there by the opening years of the fourteenth cen- 
tury put significant stress on access to productive resources in village life. 
Towns helped siphon off some of the rural population but far too little to 
reduce the stress effectively. 
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What is the evidence of stress? There is a great deal; yet what should be 
the best and clearest evidence, that of size of holdings as an index of 
production and consumption, is the most frustrating of all. To be sure, 
historians are absolutely certain that the subdivision of parcels of hold- 
ings reached its zenith for the whole of the Middle Ages in the early four- 
teenth century.^? But what was the average holding that resulted from 
this process: seven acres? eleven acres? fifteen acres? Who knows?* More 
relevant perhaps would be the median holding. But, again, no one knows 
what that was except in particular villages. 

What could seven acres or fifteen acres produce? Again, no one can say 
with certainty. Not only were there quite gross differences regionally in 
quality of land, but, as we know, soil type changed rapidly even within a 
single open field. It therefore mattered profoundly what strips each 
household possessed. (Let us bear in mind that in 1300 there was no 
longer any “quasi-egalitarian” distribution of strips over all soil types as 
there may briefly have been in the remote past.) And, finally, is it only a 
matter of how much was produced by a typical rustic holding (presuming 
we could tell)? Or is it rather a question of how much remained after rents 
were paid to landlords, tithes to the church, and boons to helpers?°° Me- 
dievalists should take some comfort that the best of modern economic 
historians of rural Europe cannot definitively answer questions such as 
these even for the eighteenth century.?! 

As a consequence of this realization, historians have adopted alterna- 
tive strategies in assessing the quality of rural life around 1300. One in- 
volves access to common rights. If the “subsistence” crisis was real in 
1300 for a large segment of the population, it would be all the more 
important for ordinary rustics to preserve their traditional access to com- 
mon rights. Historians who have studied this issue closely have indeed 
concluded that competition for access was most severe and increasingly 
destabilizing around 1300. In England common rights of fishing were 
under tremendous pressure or “threat,” to use John McDonnell’s word, 
which prompted retaliation in the form of poaching as “commoners” 
sought to resist the lords.?? Competition over common rights in wood- 
lands, according to Jean Birrell, also *was at its height at the period of 
worst population pressure and greatest spread of arable farming at the end 
of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries."5?? The famine-induced 
demographic decline in some rural regions?^ *to a degree defused" the 
crisis in England.” In Continental regions as distant from one another as 
Lorraine and the northern Netherlands there is also persuasive evidence 
of considerable pressures on woodland resources in precisely the same 
period.$6 And in northern France, according to Elisabeth Zadora-Rio, the 
pressure of lords to extend their gaming privileges in woodlands led to a 
strong reaction from rustics who felt squeezed. The thirteenth century 
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came to an end with lords actually retreating from claims to seigneurial 
warrens in forests.5” 

Partly, of course, this retreat was motivated by the lords' desire to shift 
to arable and capitalize on rising prices for staples in population-glutted 
Europe. It also reflected newly diffused practices in game management 
(such as the shift from large forest warrens for rabbits to small parklike 
warrens). But partly it was an indication of the tension between lords and 
rustics. By 1317—the date, during the famine, would seem to be signifi- 
cant—the French crown acted to control further claims to forest and war- 
ren by seigneurs seeking to exclude rustics.°8 

Another strategy for assessing the stresses in rural society at the height 
of its population has been to look at the evidence and role of rural indebt- 
edness. The scholar who has made the most emphatic case based on this 
evidence is Guy Bois.?? According to Bois, there threatened a structural 
blockage to accelerations in productivity during the period 1285-1315. 
The period, as we know, was marked by relentless and frequently brutal 
inflationary pressures, 0 including, following Bois, a shortage of specie, 
currency debasements, and the hoarding of precious metals. Rustics with 
larger holdings presumably managed to benefit from the inflation, while 
the vast majority of the rural population grew poorer. Even prosperous 
rustics sensed the precariousness of the situation and hoarded specie that 
might, invested, have stimulated higher rates of growth. 

The disequilibrium allegedly *strained rural solidarity to the breaking 
point," making rustics as a whole powerless in the face of the lords, for 
the “abyss of poverty,” again following Bois, is never “propitious for 
class struggle,” only for class subordination.5! Richer landholders looked 
upon their poorer counterparts as the threat. Some exogenous change 
would have had to come about by which village elites (*kulaks," in the 
vocabulary of a number of recent studies)9? might be humbled in order 
for the condition or “atmosphere in the countryside to improve."6? The 
inflationary pressures on the vast majority of the pauperized, depen- 
dent—and increasingly and unproductively indebted—rural population 
implied not only a politically divided and inert class but also, given the 
lack of investment, a stagnant rural economy. 

The stagnation hurt the lords who had to face the twin perils of unmer- 
ciful inflation and the slackening of assarting that would earlier have 
brought additional productive lands under the plow; it in no wise ruined 
them, but it did impress upon them the need to extract further surplus 
from the pauperized mass (they had less clout over substantial farmers). 
Thus classic blockage emerged, in which every effort to maximize short- 
term benefits inevitably led to further pauperization, unproductive in- 
debtedness, restricted investment, and the like. *Il est difficile d'imaginer 
une rupture plus importante dans une société rurale."6^ 
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Bois’s conclusions have achieved something like general acceptance in 
France and have even penetrated rather popular books there.® Periodic 
negotiated redistribution, which would have been the most radical peace- 
ful method for softening the distinctions among landholders, was rare in 
the extreme. Even if it had been practiced, there is no certainty that it 
would have been a spur to productivity. Indeed, there is some reason to 
think that it would have reduced efficiency and lowered productivity by 
removing large holdings from hard workers and risk-taking entrepre- 
neurial types. So the blockage, if it really existed, persisted and was, as it 
were, relentless in its enervating effects on economic development. 

Was this blockage general in northern Europe? Bois, who is a real ex- 
pert on eastern Normandy, has suggested that it was, although it might 
not have been equally severe everywhere.66 Yet there are problems with 
generalizing the picture." In the first place, in many parts of the north 
there is precious little evidence of some of the central requirements of the 
thesis, like the hoarding of precious metals.6 Second, all of this specula- 
tion on the blockage of the economy neglects several other factors. After 
all, rather than see themselves reduced to farming ridiculously tiny home- 
steads, many rustics forswore landholding, not for life in the towns, but 
for village artisanry and for lives as full-time agricultural laborers. And 
traditionally, as was earlier pointed out, many people with small holdings 
supplemented their income with part-time work. It may be that it is nearly 
impossible to assess the importance of these supplements to typical 
household budgets (since such budgets cannot be determined, anyway).6? 
And it is not at all clear whether disbursements from this income would 
have retarded, encouraged, or had any effect on the various levels of 
blockage. The inability to evaluate these variables is a troubling factor in 
any overall assessment of Bois's argument. 

There is a final, equally troubling, and more general consideration. 
Much of the work on the economic environment on the eve of the famine 
that has found widespread impoverishment of tenants generalizes from 
estates that fell squarely within the regime of open-field farming.”° Even 
though Bois's material transcends some of the limitations implied by this 
observation, his work is more the exception than the rule. In trying to 
assess the quality of rural life from 1315 to 1322 in the pages that follow, 
I have attempted to keep to the forefront variations in husbandry and 
location that undoubtedly led to differential levels of seriousness in the 
effects of the famine. It mattered that an open-field village might be near 
the fenland in England or the vine districts of the Auxerrois or the fishing 
communities of the Atlantic, North, or Baltic Sea coasts. Whichever suf- 
fered less would attract the floating population of the neighboring com- 
munity suffering more.7! 
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The Famine 


What, then, were the effects of the harvest shortfalls and murrains on the 
lives of ordinary people in a rural society already under the great, though 
not precisely measurable or evenly distributed, stresses of small family 
holdings, great swings in inflation, heavy indebtedness, declining invest- 
ment, fierce competition for access to common rights—and, of course, as 
we saw in an earlier chapter, war and burdensome taxation? One of the 
most telling has always been taken to be the rapid *abandonment of vil- 
lages” (Wüstungen), at least where villages were the normal mode of set- 
tlement.’2 Near contemporaries alleged that village abandonment oc- 
curred, for example, in the Lübeck region.’ In fact, as a generalization 
this assertion is wrong, but it points us in the right direction. Significantly, 
the chronicler who reports it (like chroniclers of earlier famines faced 
with the same impression)” sets his allegation in the context of a large 
increase in the begging population. Rural beggars, in order to validate 
their activity, almost certainly did assert that whole villages were being 
deserted. But even if we assume that a number of serious depopulations 
and desertions actually occurred, prudence dictates that we regard most 
of them as temporary—in the absence of evidence to the contrary. (We 
shall have to return to the issue of vagabondage soon.)”> 

The one major exception to this picture may be Ireland, where, a good 
recent study has concluded, it “is probable that the nucleated settlements 
and open fields were deserted at this stage,” that is, during the famine.75 
But the phenomenon in Ireland, which ought not to be exaggerated, 77 
arose from a very complicated set of circumstances. The villages ad- 
dressed by the authors of this study were Anglo-Norman *colonies" 
practicing a still new and—for Irishmen—alien form of open-field agri- 
culture.’® These villages were under multiple pressures: they shared with 
other villages throughout northern Europe the devastations of war, har- 
vest failures, and animal pestilence; moreover, the English inhabitants, at 
least those who had not acculturated or made accommodations with na- 
tive traditions, were deeply resented by the indigenous population work- 
ing their estates. Finally, the government that should have been protecting 
them was under stress from its war with Scotland and for a while was 
ceasing to be effective in Ireland outside of a small area centered on Dub- 
lin and a few garrison towns. Increasingly, the English in Ireland, at least 
those living in poorly defended villages at some distance from Dublin and 
the coast nearby, were thrown on their own.”? A noticeable increase in 
roving bands of beggars may indicate the depopulation of these villages.®° 

If a plausible case can be made for abandonment of certain kinds of 
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villages in Ireland even though some modicum of control was returned to 
the English there after 1318,85! no such case can be made elsewhere. 
Southern Wales, which saw the diffusion of nucleated villages and open- 
field agriculture under the Anglo-Norman conquerors and suffered many 
of the same problems as did Ireland during the famine, remained stable in 
its settlement patterns. Perhaps the reason is that this form of agriculture 
was less alien in southern Wales (there appear to have been a good num- 
ber of pre-Norman instances).82 Or perhaps the stability is explained by 
the fact that the destructive military situation in Wales never became as 
general as in Ireland during the famine years.?? Whatever the case, neither 
in Wales nor elsewhere, as Wilhelm Abel’s thorough studies in the 1950s 
revealed, was there any major wave of village abandonments at any time 
during the Great Famine.*4 More recent work confirms Abel's conclu- 
sions: certainly the abandonment of villages was not common during the 
famine in Flanders or the Low Countries in general,8$ or in Lower Saxony 
or elsewhere in Germany.86 

In reacting to the perceived exaggerations of the chroniclers and of 
some earlier historians on abandonment, a tiny minority of recent schol- 
ars has gone too far the other way. It has been maintained, for instance, 
that evidence of renewed or continued assarting establishes that popula- 
tion in many areas was still growing during the harvest shortfalls, proof 
positive, in this scenario, both of the remarkable robustness of the agri- 
cultural regime in 1314 and, possibly, of the undiminished productive 
potential of the rural economy in general (even under constant technol- 
ogy). But this, too, is not convincing. A better explanation, based on re- 
search where the situation has been studied in depth, suggests that the 
upsurge in assarts documentable for some manors was a desperation 
move on the part of the rustics and/or of lords’ reeves to find new fertile 
areas that might yield a bumper crop, or to renew *old clearances in order 
to boost manorial income at a difficult time." 87 

The truth, then, as usual, is between the extremes of collapse (wide- 
spread permanent village abandonment) and improvement (systematic 
new assarting of naturally fertile lands under the impulse of expanding 
population), though much more in the direction of the former than the 
latter. Recent archaeological investigations make a valuable contribution 
here. They show that abandonment of homesteads (Hofwiistungen), if 
not whole villages, in the early-fourteenth-century Low Countries oc- 
curred in numbers; such abandonment became a “relatively important” 
social phenomenon. Some figures can tentatively be offered to show the 
rate of abandonment in these relatively recently assarted (“marginal”) 
lands. The sample is small, but it would appear that in some, perhaps 
atypical, villages in Flanders, from 10 percent to 34 percent of home- 
steads were abandoned around the time of the Great Famine.8? Elsewhere 
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in the remoter coastal regions of the Low Countries, it became a real 
problem to stimulate resettlement after the devastation that dike-break- 
ing high waves and general flooding caused to farms and homesteads, 
animals and men.8? The count of Hainaut on 20 October 1321 issued a 
general order that flooded and abandoned lands in Frisia be turned over 
to those with the wherewithal to dike them;? and evidence from January 
1322 shows resettlement taking place and adaptation of sluices to the 
problems of flooding along the countless small streams and rivers, in this 
case the Demer, crisscrossing the flat land that had become so swollen as 
to ruin huge expanses of farmland in the famine’s seven years.?! 

In rough country affected by war, like the Scottish borderlands, home- 
steads were abandoned for other reasons, but they were abandoned and 
in great numbers. It was easy for villagers to escape with flocks and herds 
to “fastnesses in the hills” in the Highlands whence they could return 
after marauding raiders had seized their already reduced crops and looted 
their homes. This kind of abandonment was ephemeral. What caused 
more permanent shifts was the fact that some inhabitants found pastoral- 
ism in the decade-long war a safer and, as wool prices skyrocketed, a 
potentially more prosperous way of life than cereal husbandry.?? Many 
homesteads once occupied by these herders were permitted to remain at 
waste,?? even though the villages in the main survived. 

In any case, the newest of assarted settlements (open-field or not) were 
the most vulnerable to a high percentage of abandoned homesteads, be- 
cause many of them were already so small: assarting in England, northern 
France, and western Germany in the late thirteenth century produced 
hamlets rather than territorially extensive settlements.?* Here the work of 
John McDonnell is pertinent. In studying late-thirteenth-century assarting 
that took place on the *higher ground" in the northern enclaves of Bilsdale 
in northeast Yorkshire, he discovered that the rustics created a going con- 
cern in a generation or two, that is, a knot of small hamlets whose long- 
term viability seemed assured, given the *presence of foresters, a cooper, 
a carpenter, a cowman, and a tanner” among the residents. But all of a 
sudden the busy little hamlets grew less busy; they were moribund if not 
quite dead by the 1330s. As McDonnell tells us, *in the event climatic and 
economic deterioration, pestilence and Scottish raids, enforced a major 
scaling-down of the enterprise. Almost all the small communities of pio- 
neers dwindled to single-family holdings, and so remained.”?> 

A similar scenario might be argued for parts of Lincolnshire where 
newly assarted lands with light soils suffered a great deal from the rains 
and induced some rustics to withdraw them from cultivation for ages to 
come.?6 Still more corroborating evidence comes from relatively new as- 
sarts in south Wales, central Germany, and along the Baltic coast east of 
Hamburg. In south Wales, villages like Barry and Uchelolau (*High- 
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light”) commenced the period that would leave them “shrunken”: they 
had rapidly expanded their fields into areas with “heavy clay soils” in the 
thirteenth century, and the incredible rains of the famine’s early years led 
to “increasingly waterlogged conditions” because of “the rise in the water 
table.” Homesteads were temporarily (and, as crises continued, perma- 
nently) abandoned.?’ The German evidence is even richer. We may infer 
abandonment of new homesteads and hamlets from evidence like that 
from the records of the abbey of Scharnebeck on the Baltic which show 
the religious trying hard to prevent desertion with incentives precisely 
designed to keep new homesteaders (colori) on their properties during 
the hard times of 1318.?8 But explicit evidence is not hard to come by 
either. Persistent heavy rains on villages near marshlands can be seen to 
have ushered in major adjustments of settlement patterns that meant 
some abandonment (but perhaps also rebuilding as well); there are exam- 
ples from the German-Danish borderlands.?? Finally, in 1319 or there- 
abouts Ropperode, a pottery hamlet not too far from Góttingen, and a 
small cluster of six upland homesteads on the crest of Salberg near Qued- 
linburg in Saxony fell victim to bad natural conditions, exacerbated in 
Ropperode's case by war, and were deserted.100 

What all this evidence suggests is that beggars who in the midst of the 
famine would talk about village abandonment, even if they were guilty of 
exaggeration and self-justifying palaver in doing so, were not talking 
nonsense: the period of the Great Famine was indeed witness to a *long- 
term" increase in vacant land and “abandoned houses.”!°! More work 
remains to be done to permit us to separate local crises that might have 
induced rustics to abandon their homesteads from the larger crisis of the 
bad harvests and war; and more precise dating of many of the abandon- 
ments than that provided currently by archaeologists would be most wel- 
come. But the fact of widespread Hofwiistungen seems certain. 

A close cousin to abandoning a homestead was yielding it or a portion 
of it to a person or institution better off. Many freeholders, a Flemish 
chronicler tells us, felt obliged to sell, mortgage, or sublease their farms in 
order to raise money to buy available food to eat, and this already in the 
first year of the bad harvests, for they were “reduced to the basest pov- 
erty.”102 Research in manorial court records and estate fiscalia, which 
describe among other things admissions to tenements and payments of 
rents, confirms and complements the chronicler's assertion. For example, 
Bruce Campbell's research on Norfolk in East Anglia, which exploits the 
court rolls of the manor of Coltishall, revealed a *three-fold increase in 
the number of land transactions," that is, of the yielding up of small par- 
cels of land in exchange for money to buy food. This “rate of turnover. . . 
was only exceeded during the ensuing period of good harvests," when 
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presumably the effort to recover patrimonial lands and reconsolidate 
holdings was in full swing. !03 

For a time, local conditions shielded some villages—including many 
outside of East Anglia.104 As we might suppose, the presence of large 
towns with high demand for foodstuffs redounded to the benefit of agri- 
cultural laborers on big estates that had disposable surpluses of grain, 
and to the benefit of any villager who was a carter and who could buy up 
or hire himself to transport these surpluses. (Of course, as we saw earlier, 
when supplies dried up, so did cartage.)!0? The biggest towns, particu- 
larly those that were the seats of royal governments like London and 
Paris, had, up to a point, a very benign impact on their rural hinterlands, 
unless requisitioning replaced purchasing grain.!06 Paid laborers on the 
estates of Canterbury Cathedral Priory, for instance, profited from high 
demand for agricultural produce in London proper and its heavily popu- 
lated suburbs. The economic explanation for this is simple. Despite a sat- 
urated labor market in good times, bad times accomplished two things. 
They induced young males to go to London, thus reducing the labor glut 
in the countryside. They also—at least in 1315 and 1316—increased the 
demand for labor: plowing and nearly all the other routine tasks of field 
work were more time consuming in sodden fields; yet the field work had 
to be done and intensively done if the priory’s estates were going to reap 
the benefits (as they did) of London’s high prices. Away from such an 
enormous market such developments did not occur, at least so dramati- 
cally, but wages for field hands—reapers and mowers—on Canterbury 
Cathedral Priory’s estates rose significantly above the modest rise in 
piecework wages otherwise discernible in the period 1315-1322.107 

The London catchment area was not, by the way, restricted to its im- 
mediate rural hinterland. Because of the city’s siting at the mouth of the 
Thames, it drew food supplies in bulk from the eastern and southern 
coasts of Britain. Less populous areas like Cornwall in southwestern En- 
gland, which might have greater per capita agricultural surpluses in nor- 
mal years than other areas had, continued to supply some produce during 
the agrarian crisis to the larger population centers and thus, to a greater 
or lesser degree, escaped some of the more horrendous economic effects 
of the famine.108 

Nevertheless, within two years most regions were experiencing severe 
economic and subsistence crises from the unseasonably wet weather. The 
vill of Kibworth Harcourt in Leicestershire is a case in point. The arrears 
ofthe steward or reeve reached an extraordinary peak in 1317 suggesting 
the magnitude of the tenants’ inability to pay rents to their overlord, Mer- 
ton College, Oxford. Calculated as best I can, the arrears in the famine 
years may have been three times as great as during “normal” years.10? 
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Another example: on the manors of the honour of Tutbury in Derbyshire, 
rents fell some 30 percent from the fiscal year 1313/1314 to 1321/1322 
because of vacancies “through poverty”; and new tenants were impossi- 
ble to recruit. Then the civil war between Edward II and his barons (and 
minor gentry supporters) prolonged the famine—or delayed recovery— 
throughout Derbyshire. Land remained out of cultivation as waste or as 
grassland for years longer than natural conditions warranted.!10 

In Redgrave (Suffolk) a similar increase in turnovers in the period 
1314-1317 was noticed by Richard Smith. But whereas in Coltishall 
(Norfolk) this bespoke a buyer’s market (rich holders almost certainly 
exploiting the fiscal vulnerability of their less well-off neighbors), in 
Redgrave a great many of the turnovers seem to reflect “an expansion of 
intra-familial transactions concerning parental gifts to daughters among 
wealthy tenant families."!!! Such gifts, presumably, helped the daugh- 
ters’ families weather the famine years. Did they also, at least initially, 
permit these families to exploit to their benefit the high grain prices then 
in place? This is dubious. Small producers—and even “large” rural home- 
steads constituted small producers—could scarcely determine surplus or 
“excess” until the next harvest was in or nearly in. Ironically, therefore, 
they were in no position to exploit the market until prices seemed about 
ready to plummet. When the harvest turned out to be dismal and prices 
did not plummet, small producers had to hedge their bets still more and 
reduce consumption in the hope of reserving a portion of grain in order 
to make some profit in the market.!!? In the vill of Dry Drayton in the 
same general region as Redgrave, responses to the harvest shortfalls 
took a somewhat different approach, but they failed to make the lot of 
small producers any more tolerable than at Coltishall and Redgrave, as 
Jack Ravensdale’s research on the “agony” of the famine in Dry Drayton 
suggests. 1!!3 

It may be objected that the turnovers and surrenders of tenements, 
striking as they might appear to be, are not untypical of the period before 
the famine. I have already tried to suggest that the evidence is against this, 
but what has been marshaled thus far is admittedly patchy. Certainly it is 
the case that there was an active land market involving “sales” of free- 
holds, exchanges of leases, and subleasing of customary tenements in the 
thirteenth century.!!4 This very active land market was sometimes ob- 
scured by euphemisms; the language of gift died hard: conveyancing of 
property was often expressed as “gifts in sale” and “gifts in lease” and so 
forth.!!5 But the euphemisms notwithstanding, liberal rules of convey- 
ancing evolved even at the manorial level and covered serfs and servile 
tenements clearly in recognition of an active land market.116 

The extraordinary early studies of the Reverend William Hudson con- 
cerning the prior of Norwich’s manor of Hindolveston in Norfolk (from 
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which so much of the information in more recent English studies is pil- 
laged)!!7 allow us to poke around in the problem of conveyancing in 
much greater detail in order to distinguish between the “normal” land 
market and the peculiarities of the market during the famine.!!® Hudson 
first securely established the mean rates of turnover of tenements (surren- 
ders by old tenants) and then calculated from the abundant information 
for Hindolveston the number of surrenders in 1316 and 1317. For the 
first of these years he found that the number of surrenders was 160 per- 
cent above the mean, and in 1317 it was 80 percent above the mean. 
Moreover, the rolls routinely report the cause: “pro magna fame.” 

Even more arresting was the distribution pattern of the surrenders: a 
few rich farmers bought out their poorer counterparts. Adam Carpenter, 
for example, in July 1315 acquired five parcels of land; in March 1316, 
six. In the totality of the court rolls he is revealed as having acquired 
forty-seven parcels and having surrendered only two. Robert Tubbel and 
William Tubbel were of the same sort as Adam, “though on a more lim- 
ited scale.” Robert appears in sixteen transactions, receiving land in fif- 
teen; and William (possibly his brother) appears in eighteen, receiving 
land in seventeen. Finally, there is evidence of an aging paterfamilias sur- 
rendering part of his holdings to his children piecemeal up to 1315; but in 
that year and 1316, he was forced to give up land, again piecemeal, to 
Adam Carpenter and Robert Tubbel, including some that he had origi- 
nally designated for his sons. By 1319, perhaps laid low by disease, most 
of this impoverished family was dead. 

The Reverend Hudson, undoubtedly like some of Hindolveston’s pop- 
ulation, felt deep regret at discovering this landgrabbing activity based, as 
it was, on the pauperization of friends and neighbors. He seems to have 
regarded it as an unjust exchange of land for food, a violation of what we 
might now call the moral economy.!!? In a world where so many were 
suffering, it seemed depraved for a few people—landgrabbers—to benefit 
from that suffering. Something of this sentiment must also have been felt 
toward that fortunate minority of millers (or their lords) who, by custom, 
took a cut of the grain (or flour) as their fee for grinding. !2° If they chose 
to, these men could offer the grain for sale in the market at high prices and 
could harvest the fish in the millponds to the same end.!2! Something of 
the same must have been felt for those salters who paid fixed rents to the 
lordly owners of saltworks while making killings from the high market 
prices for their essential product in the years of heavy rains. 122 

What Hudson found is hinted at elsewhere—in the studies already ex- 
amined and in a number of others. The overall conclusion now seems to 
be that the land market was volatile by the end of the first season follow- 
ing the initial harvest shortfalls in most places and skewed very briefly to 
a few rich holders during the famine, though the nature of the trans- 
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actions differed from region to region depending on local customs of con- 
veyancing, endowment of daughters, and so forth.!23 So in one region, 
such as Delftland in the Low Countries, the rich buyers of available farms 
became absentee landlords. They obviously attempted to consolidate 
holdings acquired in this still remote territory, which would have divested 
it of its character as a land of small farms. The count of Hainaut became 
so concerned at the rural depopulation of Delftland that he intervened, 
requiring all new acquirers of property there after 13 January 1316 to 
actually go and take up residence. !24 

Elsewhere the excitement of the land market is reflected in the frenzied 
buying up of subleases, as occurred in other periods of economic or finan- 
cial crisis.!25 The implicit hope of sellers that improving conditions might 
allow them later to repurchase or re-lease their alienated properties ex- 
plains the redemption clauses sometimes found in the records of trans- 
actions. In the manner of hard-hit monasteries, nobles, and burghers who 
had to dispose of property to their more fortunate compeers, an ordinary 
famulus and his heirs near Hameln in the north German plain also in- 
sisted as a condition of sale that they be given the opportunity to redeem 
their holdings from the local chapter.!2° In other regions, a wide variety 
of inter vivos land transfers, with very little or nominal purchase of sub- 
leases, characterizes the peak in turnovers in this period.'?7 But every- 
where the rich were the first to benefit, as, for example, in East Anglian 
Breckland where the “kulaks” (perhaps not the best word, but, as men- 
tioned earlier, one or two scholars’ choice) again reaped the benefits of an 
“unusually large” number of turnovers in 1316-1317.128 

These facts suggest that even if, as Hallam writes, the “agricultural 
interests of the peasantry seem not to have differed materially from those 
of the lords,” their tenurial interests most assuredly did, or, at least, that 
lords could see as much advantage as disadvantage in the further accumu- 
lation or concentration of property in the hands of the well-to-do.!2? 
Lords who authorized the waiving of entry fees to maintain holdings in 
production hardly cared if the persons to whom they were offering in- 
ducements had two, four, six, or ten recently acquired plots already under 
their belts. Stewards might have been more circumspect; uppity farmers 
could be hard to deal with. But ultimately stewards did what their bosses 
told them to do.!?? In Richard Smith's words, “there is certainly no indi- 
cation of the manorial lord or his officials intervening to arrest the land 
grabbing activities of the village ‘kulaks’ . . . between 1315 and 1317." 131 
It was the increasing number of the landless without customary rights 
who bore the heaviest burden. They cease to appear in the court rolls 
because, having no land, they had no homesteads to surrender in court. 
For them, in Jack Ravensdale's words, *things were never quite the same 
again.” 132 
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The effect of the land market’s volatility on rural mentality may have 
been nothing short of dramatic: there appears to have been a decline in 
concern with the details of inheritance customs in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries and a new obsession over conveyancing precisely be- 
cause acquisition of land no longer needed to be delayed until inheri- 
tance, as had more regularly been the case during the perceived land 
shortage of the thirteenth century. This transformation would have re- 
ceived a major fillip during the Great Famine. Of course, there continued 
to be profound and pervasive interest in widows’ rights since their exis- 
tence inhibited the free market in land, but this was not stricto sensu an 
issue of inheritance.133 

The ecological and social settings explored thus far represent with no- 
table exceptions well-established communities with typical open-field ag- 
riculture. Of course, at a number of times we have had to discuss other 
kinds of communities, such as those living largely from fishing and hunt- 
ing or from mixed husbandries. A few more words need to be addressed 
to these, however. We may begin with communities oriented toward 
grape husbandry; and, although it cannot be said to make interesting 
reading, Wilfried Weber’s detailed tracing of the expansion of grape hus- 
bandry in the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries is a useful intro- 
duction to the subject. 13^ 

The expansion of viticulture, Weber shows, was erratic, partly because 
wine shipped well, and so it was not always immediately necessary for 
new settlements to create vineyards. Also, long-term changes in weather 
transformed some regions from inhospitable to hospitable and back to 
inhospitable loci for grape production in our period. Some lands in grape 
production had been specifically assarted (from forest or marsh) for this 
use often as a joint enterprise of monasteries and consortia of lay peo- 
ple.13° Others had been converted to viticulture from quite different hus- 
bandries. Consequently, people who produced wine sometimes lived in 
villages dominated by cereal production, in villages of mixed husbandry, 
or in outlying (almost rural) parishes of towns.1?6 A viticulturalist might 
own or lease a house, storage cellar, small parcel of arable, kitchen gar- 
den, and plot growing some other cash crop.137 

Nevertheless, like the typical farmer of wheat and other cereals, fami- 
lies whose livelihood came principally from vineyards found the early 
years of the famine very difficult indeed. High prices for wine offset the 
quantitative losses from the bad weather only where, as on big monastic 
and noble estates, the scale of production was vast. Ordinary family en- 
terprises were not so fortunate. One such enterprise in the Rhine-Moselle 
region, worked by a husband-and-wife team, Wallefrandus and Levardis, 
can stand for many others. The couple made arrangements in 1314 with 
the church of Saint Gertrude of Nivelles to donate their vineyard to the 
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church. The conditions were that they would sharecrop until their deaths 
and that the church would provide a loan up front to improve the vine- 
yard. Expecting the best, the couple agreed to repay the loan at the next 
vintage. 

The next vintage was the failed vintage of 1315, and then came the 
failed vintage of 1316. A charter of 10 November of the latter year de- 
scribes the situation. The original arrangements were confirmed except 
that for the repayment of the loan, whose terms were reset to the benefit 
of the woeful sharecroppers. The reason is explicit: “because there have 
been grave and expensive times for the last two years.” It was only the 
“patience” of Saint Gertrude that permitted them to stay on the land and 
face the future with hope.138 

What was true of the ordinary family enterprise in viticulture was true 
also for small family farms that practiced pastoral husbandry. A splendid 
case where we can follow the impact of the agrarian crisis on tenancy on 
such farms is Denmark’s. There free farmers who dwelt in small hamlets 
or isolated homesteads and who practiced intensive pastoral agriculture 
experienced in the early fourteenth century the transition from an “inde- 
pendent” farming class to a tenanted peasantry.!?? Although the series of 
exigencies inducing this transformation came to a head only in the 
1330s,1*0 the agrarian crisis of 1315-1322 already seems to have put 
sufficient pressure on many small proprietors that they sought the protec- 
tion of (land)lordship and became tenants. 

Their decision to do so may have been conceived as a temporary mea- 
sure. Certainly, the negotiation of mortgages, as, for example, with Cis- 
tercian houses, which flourishes as a form of financing in Denmark in the 
early fourteenth century,!^! makes sense as a temporary device that per- 
force lingered on, despite the order's misgivings, as the northern agrarian 
regime received new shocks in the 1330s.!42 

Precisely the same scenario appertains to the strategies of farmers and 
monastery in the neighborhood of Haughmond Abbey in Shropshire and 
the abbey of Citeaux in Burgundy. Shropshire rustics (“starving peas- 
ants," one scholar calls them) were advanced money in return for rents— 
classic mortgages—on arable and meadowland, with the terms for mead- 
owland being especially favorable to Haughmond Abbey.!43 What began 
as a stopgap measure for the independent farmers of this extremely rug- 
ged and heavily wooded region, however, became a way of life. In Bur- 
gundy, Citeaux enjoyed a feeding frenzy on the lands of rustics to whom, 
presumably, it had extended loans in the famine years but who were 
bankrupted as the agrarian crisis persisted much longer than anyone 
could have anticipated.!44 Landless villagers undoubtedly swelled the 
rural workforce as a result. 
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Conclusion 


As in the case of lords, no final definitive picture of the condition of ordi- 
nary rustics can be drawn from the evidence presented here. Still, that 
evidence is substantial and covers a very large geographical area. Defini- 
tive it may not be, but the picture that emerges is certainly not a happy 
one. Whether the settlement pattern was classic nucleated village or not, 
whether the husbandry practiced was cereal production, grape produc- 
tion, or mixed farming, the agrarian crisis was severe. Thirteen fifteen, 
however, was not the turning point. Thirteen sixteen was. For the length 
of a year or so the various blows to rural society that we associate with 
the famine period (shortfalls, war, inordinate taxation) were parried with 
modest success, that is, without profound impact on the abandonment of 
homesteads, rearrangements of conditions of tenure, the volatility of the 
land market, or rural begging. But rural society was unable to maintain 
this fragile success any longer, given the extraordinary pressure on re- 
sources that was the legacy of two centuries of demographic expansion 
and the slowdown of assarting. Thirteen fifteen was the year the rains 
began, crops failed, prices rose, and people grew frightened. Thirteen six- 
teen was the year the rains continued, the crops fared even more poorly, 
prices seemed to know no limits, the animals wasted away, and the peo- 
ple grew close to despair. As we shall now see, it was also a year of 
prayer—one buffer against despair—as all the spiritual resources of rural 
communities throughout northern Europe were mobilized to petition 
God to relieve the suffering. The result, however, was unsettling. Sickness 
and death—unevenly, to be sure—began to claim their share of the rural 
population. 


6 


THE STRUGGLE FOR SURVIVAL 


ity severely tested social cohesion. Many rural people—chiefly 

the poor—suffered the worst consequences of deprivation. Of 
course, the story is not one of unrelieved strife. Cooperation, communi- 
tas, was a deeply treasured ideal among villagers.! The real question is to 
what extent cooperation and mutual support could avert a fundamental 
breakdown in social relations or delay the worst effects of the harvest 
shortfalls—malnutrition, disease, and death. In this chapter we begin 
with the question of community and its limits, and we conclude with the 
evidence on rural demography that scholars have collected in attempting 
at least a partial answer to this question. 


D ESPITE measures to contain the effects of the famine, the calam- 


Community and Its Limits 


The belief was widespread that churchmen should offer themselves in 
some sort of expiatory gesture for their communities in the period of 
dearth. Drawing on centuries of precedents the Benedictine monasteries 
of Saint-Faron of Meaux and Sainte-Colombe of Sens worked out a spiri- 
tual union in the crisis whereby common masses and common prayers 
were undertaken on behalf of the communities (many of them rural) for 
which they had a spiritual responsibility. This informal bond was formal- 
ized in 1324.2 The abbey of Saint-Denis-en-Broquerie in Hainaut and its 
brother house Saint-Ghislain published their formal prayer union slightly 
earlier, on 23 June 1321.3 For Saint-Ghislain this was one of a number of 
such spiritual unions that seemed appropriate in these difficult times.* 

In Normandy and the Beauce processions of barefoot canons and 
priests took place on saints’ days and Sundays; the clerics implored God, 
as their counterparts in the cities would do, to reestablish the normal 
rhythms of weather? In the archidiaconate of Xanten, as early as the 
summer of 1315, a deeply scarred rural society was turning to the multi- 
ple display and parading of relics, with prayers and fasting; the local 
count, Dietrich of Cleves, added his voice to the clergy’s in supporting 
these efforts, which he acknowledged were for the “common utility of 
all."6 
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Most historians have been skeptical concerning the translation of the 
virtue of cooperation into practice, despite evidence like the well-orches- 
trated and ecclesiastically controlled processions in Normandy and west- 
ern Germany. Guy Fourquin asserted that it was the lower orders who 
took action in their own name. “Chiliastic hopes,” he wrote, “became 
extremely strong” during the famine, “and whole processions of peni- 
tents sprang up. Prophecies foretelling a blood-bath and the massacre of 
the clergy and the powerful were rife.”7 These are exaggerations, but they 
should alert us to the fact that the surviving evidence does at least lend 
itself to apocalyptical interpretations. Indeed, it takes considerable effort 
to read any behavior during the crisis as evidence of philanthropy in the 
wide meaning of that term. Or, put another way, there is very little un- 
equivocal evidence of philanthropy. And yet the situation was neither 
black nor white. 

Consider charitable giving. Some producers, like monasteries, whose 
ideological justification for existence was their provision of religious and 
material sustenance to the poor in spirit and the poor in goods, did not 
benefit from the high prices. Where they did not benefit, they could not 
(or chose not to) enhance the eleemosynary dimension of their activities. 
Curiously, their restraint has sometimes been taken by revisionist schol- 
ars as evidence against the traditional picture of the famine’s severity on 
the principle that if they did not give much more alms, there were not a 
great many more people who needed alms.? Surely the more appropriate 
conclusion is that the effects of the famine to some degree cut across class 
lines. Thus Bolton Priory, which was ultimately bankrupted in the agrar- 
ian crisis, actually held alms steady in the first year or so; but it felt com- 
pelled to cut its charity by almost 90 percent as the famine endured.? 

Where the impact on institutions was less severe and perhaps where, as 
in heavily populated rural districts, the manifestations of distress were 
particularly visible, the monasteries came through with increased alms. In 
part, one can suppose, their decision was intended to keep the rural 
workforce in place. In part, it was an effort to forestall theft and acts of 
violence. But there is no reason to deny the possibility that theirs was 
also—as they said it was—a genuine response to suffering.!° Such charity 
and reassuring gestures to the needy were said (in part self-servingly, of 
course) to have drained the treasuries of Cistercian abbeys in France 
*during the period of hunger and dearth" when *many more persons 
than in prosperous times flocked to the abbeys of the order for alms and 
shelter." 11 

Certain monastic houses made available or constructed special facili- 
ties to care for the rustic poor, while existing local charitable institutions, 
like scattered rural almshouses and hospitals, were mobilized for the elee- 
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mosynary effort of baking and distributing bread.!? A giant pot was 
made in 1315 for Abbot Eylard of the Cistercian abbey of Aduard near 
Groningen, and in it beans and vegetables were cooked daily for the poor 
who were suffering from hunger during the famine. The pot became leg- 
endary: for centuries it was shown to visitors, who marveled at its size; 
the ketel seems still to have been on display like a quasi-relic at the Holy 
Ghost Hospital of Groningen as late as the eighteenth century.!3 

Lay lords were not immune from such sentiments or efforts, although 
it is always possible to give a materialistic or selfish interpretation of their 
actions as well. The lord of Dry Drayton in Cambridgeshire, the historian 
of that village writes, “as a matter of grace, to help the tenants in their 
poverty conceded to his tenants half of his fold-right” in the time of the 
famine.!* A more cynical interpretation might make a case for his trying 
to buy off the possibility of raids on his granaries and herds. 

Parallel to charity went credit. I have argued elsewhere that it is some- 
times difficult to distinguish the two,! even though the received opinion 
appears to be that the class which provided credit to people in desperate 
circumstances like the agrarian crisis before us were not likely to be con- 
sidered charitable by their debtors. No- or low-interest loans had a better 
chance of being regarded as evidence of decency than the high-interest 
loans typical of consumption lending in the Middle Ages.!6 Regrettably, 
we know little about friendly lenders, those *hoping for nothing again" 
(Luke 6.35). 

A subset of creditors, pariah group lenders, always gets a bad press, 
deservedly or not.!7 Certain secular rulers felt the need to allow Jews to 
settle (and presumably provide credit to their hard-hit subjects), as Count 
John of Luxembourg did on 29 June 1316.18 Certain clergy, meanwhile, 
took it as their special task to condemn and try to forbid the business 
dealings of Jews with Christians in the famine, as evidence (dated 13 May 
1320) from Aschaffenburg and Babenhausen in the hinterland of Mainz 
testifies.!? In France there is also evidence that the crown cracked down 
on Jewish *usury" in the famine years, but the French case is complicated 
by a number of factors. Jews had been readmitted to France in 1315, nine 
years after what was supposed to have been the commencement of their 
perpetual exile from the kingdom. There was a special provision in the 
charter of readmission that granted them the privilege of pawnbroking at 
high interest. Indeed, it was this provision that constituted a significant 
motivation for their returning at all. The provision proved embarrassing, 
however, after the famine set in; so the crown took steps to protect people 
especially hard hit by the harvest and vintage shortfalls from losing their 
property to Jewish pawnbrokers. It looked very carefully into interest 
rates in order to see whether the permitted limits were being breached, 
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and it authorized respites of up to a year in loan repayments for some 
debtors.20 

In any case, much of what the evidence reveals concerning moneylend- 
ing by Christians or by Jews, skewed as it is toward bad debts and sharp 
lenders, is not pretty. “At Wakefield and other manors” in England stud- 
ied by Christopher Dyer, “a flurry of pleas of debt” occurred during the 
Great Famine, both because the poor needed to borrow to buy food and 
could not repay and, interestingly, because old debts were being called in 
by creditors who were themselves in a pinch.?! A similar flurry has been 
observed in the records of the manor of Brigstock in Northamptonshire: 
there the upsurge comes slightly later, in the immediate aftermath of the 
subsistence crisis, and may be a residual litigation effect of the methods 
employed by creditors to call in debts during the years of the famine it- 
self.22 The will of a Lombard lender (a citizen of Asti) who was active in 
the rural county of Burgundy (Franche-Comté) has come down to us 
from the year 1317. Remorsefully, the moneylender forgave or restored 
any number of outstanding debts to individuals. What is more fascinating 
is that he made restitutions to all the villagers (*omnibus habitatoribus 
villarum") of *Lure, Magny, Vounans, Abbenans, Melesey, Bouhans, 
Amblans, Velotte, Molans, Pomoy, Villemefroy, Calemoutier, Lievans, 
Cere, Autrey, Noroy, Borrey, Openans, Oricour, Eprey, etc.”23 The 
image of a whole region transformed by the economic crisis into debt 
peonage to a single man, an outsider, is arresting; the deathbed forgive- 
ness of a whole region's debts—forgiveness arising from the fear of hell 
most probably—is equally so. 

Local charity and credit—benign or with whatever intent—were mod- 
estly effective if limited responses to the deepening crisis in 1315 and even 
in early 1316. But by reporting the great and growing hordes of roving 
beggars in the latter year and during 1317, chronicler after chronicler 
unmasks the failure of local charity and credit to contain the misery.2^ 
Ireland saw small holders, who were at first able to offer charity to those 
less prosperous, reduced to poverty themselves (war was a contributory 
factor); and then it saw these same people leave their homes to search the 
countryside for alms.2? Swedes, having suffered through two horrible 
years of natural disasters, 1315 and 1316, were subjected to the vagaries 
and terrorism of civil war thereafter: a funeral song for the princely vic- 
tims of the strife laments in passing that the *rustics were impoverished" 
as a direct consequence.26 

In Germany there is evidence that the rural indigent were making their 
presence felt by massing near towns; an example is their (probably men- 
acing) presence at the postern and on the thoroughfares of Magdeburg in 
1316.27 A charter confirming the distribution of loaves and wine in Janu- 


112 FAMINE IN RURAL SOCIETY 


ary 1317 in the area near Mainz includes an extra provision (hoc adiecto) 
that foresees an increase in the number of people seeking free food. The 
charter tells how the same amount of food ought to be distributed, with 
the portions for each supplicant appropriately (pro rata) reduced.28 Fur- 
ther north, people from western Germany were begging at towns all 
along the Baltic, such as Lübeck in 1317.2? 

The most intriguing possibility, hinted at before, is that elements of this 
massive vagabond population kept moving east and eventually became 
patriated in those eastern and southeastern German and western Polish 
lands being wrested from Slavic and/or pagan control. The pattern—fam- 
ine in the west, migration to the east—was already familiar.?9 This in part 
explains why, whatever level of village and homestead abandonment may 
have occurred in western Europe during the worst periods of the late 
medieval economic crisis, the regions beyond the Elbe, with far larger 
individual holdings, were almost always far less troubled by desertion.?! 
Little Poland, the area from Cracow to Warsaw and east, for example, 
saw the peak in the establishment of new franchises for small settlements 
in the years immediately after 1315. The granting of these franchises (the 
number was enormous) recognized the settlement of crowds of migrants 
who effectively turned villages into towns. What adds plausibility to the 
argument that it was the increasingly rootless, famine-motivated, and 
job-hungry immigrants from the west who helped swell these settlements 
is that the franchises under discussion were granted to vills *on important 
commercial routes."32 Insofar as the roving begging populations had a 
goal (and it is misleading to think of them as lacking in calculation), it 
was to present themselves at commercial centers either on the coast or, as 
that proved increasingly fruitless, in the more distant hinterlands of great 
cities like Magdeburg and Bamberg. Certainly, the memory persisted to 
the sixteenth century that the age of the Great Famine had seen many 
ruined householders from central and western Germany make their way 
“to foreign lands.” 34 

Another indicator of the inadequacy of local charity and credit in the 
countryside was the increase in lawlessness (“the rising tide of crime”), 
specifically theft, and the sharpening of the determination to pursue its 
prosecution to the fullest.5? Certainly German evidence coming from the 
lower Rhine region points in this direction, according to Günter Piecha.36 
In France the government reluctantly recognized the crescendo of attacks 
on merchants as a national problem in 1317.27 In Lincolnshire the Great 
Famine is said by its most thorough and searching historian to have *led 
to a wave of petty crime," much of which resulted, not surprisingly, from 
the *inflated corn prices." The object of a great many of the thefts was 
grain. Edward Britton has amassed evidence showing that the 
Broughton (Huntingdonshire) *community [was] unusually sensitive to 
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theft during this period [1315-1317], particularly if it involved food 
stuffs.”3? Rarely anywhere in England was a jury lenient with thieves, 
even though their stealing was allegedly prompted or necessitated by 
hunger.^? 

Of course, some of the theft was arranged by men not for their own 
consumption but so that they might benefit from the high prices for grain 
and flour. The granary of the Norman abbey of Cerisy was the target of 
a conspiracy of three clerics determined to steal its hoard of milled grain 
in 1316. Although as clerics they would probably not have been sus- 
pected in the first instance, suspicions for some reason did turn to them. 
They were arrested and imprisoned in the abbey, and were released only 
when they found sureties to stand stiff bail for them.*! Had they been 
successful and managed, undetected, to market a sizable portion of Cer- 
isy's stock of grain through middlemen, they would have been rich and 
still respected men. As it was, their reputations were sullied forever. 

It is virtually certain that this eruption of criminality was strictly cir- 
cumscribed by type. The evidence is not good, despite Henry Lucas's as- 
sertion, for example, that murder rates went up sharply, for unfortu- 
nately he drew his conclusion from inadequate information in the Irish 
Annals.€ It is also not surprising that there are few unequivocal refer- 
ences to riots. By and large, riots were an urban, not a rural, form of 
protest. The two factors that might have laid the foundation for rural 
riots were the hordes of vagabonds and the presence of well-supplied gar- 
rison towns in the midst of rural poverty. 

In general, groups of beggars became dangerous when they massed, 
and this, as we noticed earlier, usually took place near towns. The town 
administrators offered them a little food in return for their moving on, 
and ordinarily kept the gates closed. Violence during these encounters can 
hardly be classified as rural. It is true that there were great waves of rural 
(and urban) discontent in France in 1320 and 1321, inspired in part by 
calls for a Crusade and directed in part against Jews and lepers; it would 
not be irresponsible to see the agrarian crisis as an important preliminary 
to the initiation of the disturbances. In the end the violence that did erupt 
as groups of discontented rustics wandered about was vented in towns— 
and largely, for the malcontents ranged widely, in southern France and 
Aragon where the forces of the crown in both kingdoms finally sup- 
pressed them. We will look more closely at 1320 and 1321 in France in 
our discussion of urban life and the state, in Part III. 

Garrison towns, too, may be better treated under the heading of urban 
life or the state's initiatives during the agrarian crisis, even though they 
were so often situated in otherwise remote, rural areas and had little of 
that autonomy and freedom of commerce we ordinarily associate with 
medieval towns. The embodiment of princely or lordly power in these 
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garrison towns (English power in Wales, for example; German power in 
the Oderraum, for another) intimidated the often hostile and equally 
often ethnically distinct rural populations.** We have already seen that to 
some extent the administrators of these towns went out of their way to 
maintain the loyal part of the rural workforce, by doles if necessary.* 
With little or nothing to lose, natives who were suffering from the bad 
times and resented the incursions of English or Germans into their home- 
lands made war, not riots; “racist” literature calling for a kind of ethnic 
cleansing by war would achieve a terrifying sharpness on the frontiers of 
northern Christendom in the wake of the famine.^6 


Rural Demography 


So far in this chapter and its predecessor we have seen that the ordinary 
rural population suffered by having to pay unwonted prices, sink beneath 
an ocean of debt, surrender tenements, and go begging. We have seen, 
too, strong indications that the allocation of available foodstuffs to the 
needy was quite limited. The upsurge in rural crime is one sign of this 
limitation. In part it was precisely because of this failure to protect the 
weakest and most vulnerable part of the population that a significant 
number of rustics also fell victim to the cruelest forms of physical distress. 
The most deeply affected regions in rural society were those which suf- 
fered under the combined burdens of dense population, harvest short- 
falls, murrains, and war—especially war. It is certainly likely that the 
rural population was already poised near the edge of subsistence.*” But 
we must not exaggerate the extent of extreme adversity: in the absence of 
one or more of the additional burdens listed, rural society in fact came 
through the crisis with a far less intensive demographic shock than was 
the case, as we shall later observe, in urban areas. 

For rural society the most disturbing and extreme allegations are those 
contemporary or near contemporary reports about people so hungry that 
they were reduced to eating corpses. One report describes how people 
went about the cemeteries digging up the newly dead and cooking the soft 
flesh in skulls.*$ Ordinarily historians regard such accusations (and the 
even more extreme ones associated with urban behavior during the fam- 
ine) as fanciful.^? This is certainly a possibility. On the other hand, the 
accusations, when of a rural origin, are not random. They tend to come 
from areas most deeply traumatized by war: the one cited is from Ireland 
where incessantly vicious combat had impoverished the countryside.^? 
Moreover, similar behavior is documentable in recent war-intensified 
famines.?! 


STRUGGLE FOR SURVIVAL 115 


Even if we assume that this kind of behavior did not take place in rural 
areas during the Great Famine, there might still be legitimate reasons for 
observers to report such actions as facts. For example, in the best of times 
grave robbing occasionally took place. It occurred all the more frequently 
during famines, wars, and periods of high prices when thieves were at- 
tracted by the possibility of finding coins, jewelry, or quality cloth and 
grave clothes that could be pawned.°? In the morning light the physical 
evidence of grave robbing would look suspiciously like the desecration of 
cemeteries for food, especially if dogs or pigs disturbed the remains, as 
was their custom,?? after the thieves departed. The Irish report might 
point to grave robbing, the illumination from the torches used by the 
robbers as they plundered the corpses being interpreted, from afar, as the 
light from cooking fires. No great leap of the imagination would be re- 
quired to identify a skull or two, lying on the freshly disturbed earth of 
the desecrated graves or near a burned-out torch, as cooking pots or 
dishes. 

It goes without saying that the psychological predisposition of people 
to make and to believe such reports was closely tied to the severity of the 
crisis they were enduring. Yet however much the psychological stress that 
gave rise to these allegations needs to be emphasized, it is the biological 
stress on the rural population that has left the best evidence. We begin 
with a point made obvious by the intensity of the cost-of-living crisis 
described earlier, namely, that there was undoubtedly a precipitous de- 
cline in average consumption among the rural population from 1315 on. 
The worst-off in the countryside—the *many paupers"—are said to have 
*gnawed, just like dogs, the raw dead bodies of cattle" and to have 
*grazed like cows on the growing grasses of the fields." The author who 
vouchsafes this information was troubled at the report. Was it right to 
bequeath testimony of such degradation to the world?>* 

His account points us in an important direction. Famine involves not 
only a net loss in the intake of food but also, granting the victims’ at- 
tempts to make up the difference, the intake of *strange diets." Evidence 
from current famines attests to the presence in these diets of disagreeable 
plants, bark, leather, cloth, dirt, diseased animals and others—like grubs 
and vermin—not ordinarily considered palatable, and, in extreme cases, 
human cadavers.?? According to J.P. W. Rivers, the significance for bodily 
health of the *dietary deviations of famine . . . received surprisingly little 
scientific attention [until recently] and yet they are most important in dic- 
tating the pattern of nutritional disease that occurs."?6 It is even possible 
to infer strange diets from the sorts of nutritional diseases that typify 
famines, because, however various these diets, they seem to have in com- 
mon a short list of nutritional lacunae.?7 Or, at least, the diseases associ- 
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ated with recent famines and the nutrient deficiencies accompanying them 
duplicate to a large extent the diseases (deduced from the recorded symp- 
toms) in historical famines,°’ thus adding weight to the notion that con- 
temporary observers accurately recorded the adoption of strange diets, 
even if they laced their tales with picturesque metaphors (men “grazed 
like cows”). 

The phrase strange diets is a good one in that it captures both the 
psychological and the biological shock of being obliged to consume oth- 
erwise repugnant comestibles. But, to repeat a point made earlier, not all 
strange diets were equal. The range and opportunity of rustics to gather 
food only marginally inferior in quality if not in quantity to their normal 
diet far exceeded what the urban poor in big towns could command. And 
consequently the stress on the human body from strange diets was nor- 
mally less severe in rural areas (always excepting those suffering the car- 
nage of war) than in towns. 

People in the countryside, therefore, were not in general “starving to 
death.” (It is difficult to starve to death even when food intake is com- 
pletely stopped, as in hunger strikes; and such complete cessation of eat- 
ing is not characteristic of famines, when people look hard for something 
to eat.)” A few may have eaten fungus-infested rye grain (the damp con- 
ditions encouraged the parasite’s growth); those who did so probably 
suffered painful paroxysms, became manic, and died from ergotism, the 
disease known in the Middle Ages as sacred fire or Saint Anthony’s fire.60 
But the accumulated wisdom of the ages stopped most rural dwellers 
from utilizing spoiled rye, except in the most desperate circumstances. 

Many, many more rustics, however, were weakened by the decline in 
caloric intake, by the diarrhea and dehydration that come from adopting 
strange diets, and perhaps by the decreased nutritional value of some of 
their substitute foods.°! People were to die in significant numbers partly 
because of the increase in morbidity (susceptibility to disease) that re- 
sulted from this weakening. War played its role here—both by bringing 
alien populations (with their own diseases) into contact with rural people 
whose resistance was low, and by the sheer acts of killing and burning 
stores. The lethargy (or weakening), the disease, and, indeed, the fear, in 
turn, brought diminished productivity among rural workers, reducing 
overall output and therefore spurring on price rises.°2 Not all rustics suf- 
fered equally, of course. It was, rather, those among the rural poor whose 
food intake was most ruthlessly cut and whose diets were most radically 
altered for whom disease led to death. Presumably, this section of the 
population was composed principally of unemployed laborers and their 
families in the densest areas of rural settlement. 

Modern work on the biology of malnutrition has established that the 
increase in morbidity is substantially more acute among newborns (even 
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when they continue to nurse, for lactation, despite famine, persists in new 
mothers) and among young children than among adults, probably be- 
cause of the low birth weight of infants and unintentional nutrient defi- 
ciencies in the food supplied to young, non-nursing children. What is 
adequate for an adult can be inadequate for a (potentially growing) child. 
By making energy intake so restricted and the dependence on strange 
diets so great, famine differs from traditional malnutrition in poor societ- 
ies by extending the increase in morbidity, though not typically to the 
same high level, to members of additional age cohorts. After children, the 
next most vulnerable are the aged. Men are more vulnerable than women, 
who have more body fat and traditionally lighter energy needs. This vul- 
nerability (differentially elevated levels of morbidity) is translated into 
differentially elevated levels of mortality when social-cultural factors fail 
to induce the leaders of communities and families to favor the distribution 
of scarce resources to the most vulnerable.63 The significance, in terms of 
our evaluation of the famine’s demographic impact, is this. The evidence 
on mortality, such as it is, almost all pertains to adult men. Where that 
evidence strongly hints at high mortality in sedentary populations, we 
must be prepared to imagine differentially higher, though unrecorded, 
mortality for newborns and children and perhaps for other groups as well. 
(High mortality among vagabond beggars, whose population is predomi- 
nantly male, would not justify an extrapolation of this sort.)e* 

To be sure, although medieval commentators, like modern historians, 
talk routinely about death by starvation, the former, unlike many of their 
modern counterparts, were always well aware that the nature of the 
deaths they were recording differed considerably from person to per- 
son.9? Opportunistic infections were at work, and although the chroni- 
clers often used a simple singular word like plague or pestilence (plaga, 
pestis, pestilentia) to describe the situation in the Great Famine,® other 
remarks make clear their recognition that more than one disease was 
causing the deaths. The evidence of the Irish Annals is explicit on this 
point;$7 though late, they represent trustworthy traditions in this do- 
main.68 The chroniclers also recognized that a robust population had to 
be weakened considerably before it became susceptible to the kinds of 
diseases that could decimate whole regions. The spray of blood or scarlet 
light that rained down from the heavens warned them (or so hindsight 
suggested) that this level of weakness was reached among the Swedes only 
in 1316.9? 

There is other impressionistic evidence as well, like Edward II of En- 
gland's letter to the bishop of Durham in 1316 where he records his dis- 
tress that the *poor and beggars" were daily dying from want of food and 
from disease in the extreme northern borderlands of the war-ravaged 
kingdom.”° But hard statistical evidence on rural mortality is quite 
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uneven. Let us take a closer look at England, and begin with lightly popu- 
lated regions. 

For these regions the evidence is equivocal to negative on high mortal- 
ity. At best, one can get an impression of occasional problems. The rec- 
ords of Launceston Priory in Devonshire, for instance, hint that there 
might have been an unusually high level of mortality in the region in our 
period, for the priory had to fight a series of battles with local churches 
over mortuary rights in these years. (The resolution of these disputes took 
place during the famine years, on 30 November 1319 and 26 January 
1320.)"! This kind of dispute was characteristic of, though not by any 
means limited to, periods when secular authorities, faced with a signifi- 
cant excess of deaths from infectious diseases, authorized rapid or mass 
burials in available cemeteries without taking care to conform to standing 
ecclesiastical regulations.” It is possible that Launceston’s disputes origi- 
nated in this scenario, since other evidence from the region also hints at 
a possible contemporary surge in deaths. Nicholas Orme, in a study of 
Clyst Gabriel Hospital near Exeter, about eighty kilometers away from 
Launceston, identifies the years 1316, 1317, and 1318 as uncommonly 
mortal ones for the hospital’s inmates. Presumably, these old and sick 
people were more susceptible to the complications caused by reduced ca- 
loric intake and modified diets than were healthy people. Of the twenty- 
four or slightly more people who might have spent time at the hospital 
during the period 1316-1318, eleven or twelve died in those three years. 
Because this population is so small and was infirm to begin with, how- 
ever, definitive conclusions cannot be based on his findings or those of 
nearby Launceston.”? And it remains the case that in general southwest- 
ern England, typical of relatively lightly settled regions, escaped the 
“great mortality.” 

The evidence from heavily populated south-central and southeastern 
England (Wessex, Sussex, Essex) stands in sharp contrast. There, heriot 
payments, the equivalent of death duties on customary holdings, suggest 
a relatively large increase in mortality."^ “In 1316/17 the heriot payments 
on some Winchester manors indicate a death rate nearly three times the 
normal."75 Using other available manorial records, scholars have estab- 
lished that in several villages of these Winchester manors and on various 
Essex manors and in Halesowen there may have been a 10-15 percent 
reduction in population in the years 1316-1318, a really quite staggering 
figure.76 

The English Midlands also provide some data that point, in Worcester- 
shire, for example, to the famine’s “severe effects” on the demography of 
the rustics of various manors.’” In Northamptonshire, seventy-five miles 
north of London, on the manor of Brigstock in the forest of Rockingham, 
where a diverse forest economy obtained, Judith Bennett has noticed a 
decline in population between 1326 and 1340 that she relates plausibly to 
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the residual effect of the “famines and epidemics” between 1315 and 
1322.78 If this is so, it remains the case that in the Midlands countryside 
such mortality had a differential impact based on status. For Wiltshire, 
where aristocratic demography has been studied closely, research has 
been unable to identify any appreciable impact on the mortality of the 
upper class.”? 

If, exceptions aside, lightly settled areas escaped the great mortality, 
and some densely populated rural areas suffered grievously, it remains 
puzzling that the single most densely settled rural region in England, East 
Anglia, suffered only modestly, at least in demographic terms. The East 
Anglian data prove that the mortality was differentiated regionally as 
well as by status, for heriots in the region do not seem to have risen dra- 
matically.8° Hallam concludes, with some heat, that the idea ought to be 
“discredit[ed] ... that the famines of 1314-22, which affected the 
wheat-eating gentry who wrote the chronicles and hated Edward II,” 
had a significant demographic impact on “the barley-eating peasantry.” 
According to him, rather than mortality, we should be looking at the 
demography of marriage. He suggests that rustics did little more than 
make short-term adjustments in family size by marrying late.?! 

Even though one can accept that there were differential regional rates 
of mortality, Hallam’s conclusions in other ways seem to be in error. If he 
means that the “wheat-eating gentry” died in great numbers, he is wrong. 
At least there is no evidence that they did. If he means that they were 
adversely affected economically, he is probably correct, especially for the 
minor gentry.$? But the attentive reader will note that the contrast Hallam 
makes is with the “barley-eating” peasantry, as if the barley harvests were 
not depressed by the rains and the ensuing drought—which is demonstra- 
bly false.8? Finally, delay of marriage presumably occurred, but it would, 
again presumably, have occurred anyway, thanks to the economic situa- 
tion, with or without increases in mortality; and since we know almost 
nothing of ages or dates of marriage, this is not a very profitable approach 
to studying the famine.84 

Bruce Campbell, who has also studied the East Anglian evidence, can 
document no decline of population on the scale suggested by some stu- 
dents of south-central and southeastern England, and he insists that 
“great as was the distress which it caused,” the famine was no “water- 
shed” there. On the other hand, the picture he draws is not so simplistic 
as Hallam’s: there was, Campbell shows for the East Anglian manor of 
Coltishall, an “increase in the proportion of non-filial heirs to 33.3% 
[from a normal 12-20 percent] during the years 1315-22 [that] probably 
indicates some excess mortality at this time; and the unusually large num- 
ber of instances of inheritance by minors between 1312 and 1323... 
invites the same interpretation.”®> Finally, Mark Bailey’s study of Breck- 
land, a region of light sandy soils in East Anglia, concludes that the mor- 
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tality effect there of the Great Famine was real but “serious rather than 
critical.” “Recorded deaths at Lakenheath,” one of the manors investi- 
gated, he concludes, were “above average” in 1314, 1316, and 1322.86 

A little less is known about rural France. The chroniclers assert that 
high mortality was widespread. The years 1315 and 1316 witnessed an 
especially large number of deaths, we are informed.?7 In the year 1316, 
wrote one chronicler, “there was a great mortality of people and most of 
all of the poor, many of whom perished from starvation.”®® In fact, al- 
though at least one of our many informants about the elevated death rate 
was a Norman monk,®? the Norman countryside seems to have been 
spared the worst consequences of the harvest shortfalls. Its saving grace 
was probably its mixed husbandry, particularly the abundance of fruit in 
this heavily orcharded region, which supplied substitutes for the neces- 
sary decline in consumption of cereals and dairy products.” 

Other regional studies paint a varied picture, sometimes similar to 
Normandy, sometimes quite different. There are reports of high mortality 
in the Parisian basin, although Guy Fourquin doubted that the levels 
reached those of urban areas like the Flemish towns or, one could add, 
some of the rural manors of south-central and southeastern England.?! 
Work on Burgundy, on the other hand, where the rural population was 
very densely settled, shows the eruption of an epidemic in 1316 (probably 
occasioned by a disease introduced by a traveler recently in Italy) that in 
some villages caused the death of about one-third of the already weak- 
ened inhabitants.” Fossier, the most thorough student of rural society in 
northern France, is inclined, therefore, to regard the Great Famine as a 
demographic catastrophe in the countryside.” 

The “great hunger” in the empire was already claiming many rural 
victims in the north who were felled by the “gruesome pestilence” in 
1315; the chroniclers whose reports Peter Sax ransacked in the seven- 
teenth century to construct his annals said that a third of the population 
was affected in one way or another.?* One charter that refers to the wide- 
spread pestilence in the summer of 1315 was amended in a later hand 
(perhaps 1316) with the added words “and mortality,” when disease 
began to take its grim toll on the weakened population.?5 The year 1316 
was, indeed, by far the worst year in the countryside in the empire. It was 
the year of “the great death” in Gelderland, and pestilence was rife in 
the nearby region surrounding Xanten as well.?7 

Occasionally, as we have seen in the case of Clyst Gabriel, epidemic 
disease in the countryside seems to have penetrated the walls of a rural 
ecclesiastical house. The same can be surmised in the empire. For the nuns 
of Rijnsburg (Reinsburg) in coastal Friesland the pestjaar 1316 was a 
continuing tragedy. Abbess Elizabeth Van Wieldrecht died on 19 August 
1316. Her successor, Abbess Ada Van Teylingen, a local lord’s daughter, 
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died the same year; and then her successor Abbess Ada Van Leyden, the 
daughter of another notable, died almost immediately thereafter.?? 

Such a cluster of deaths might not be related, but in fact the wonderful 
series of studies in the multivolume Monasticon belge permit historians to 
get some sense of the extent of the deaths of abbots and abbesses and of 
priors and prioresses in Belgium (roughly speaking) during the famine. 
Among Benedictines the year 1316 saw the deaths of Abbot Philippe 
Martin of Saint-Ghislain (Hainaut) and Prior Gillebert of Frasne-lez- 
Gosselies (Hainaut).!°° The Premonstratensians lost Abbot Gérard de 
Masny of Bonne-Espérance (Hainaut) and Abbot Guillaume Van 
Calsteren of Parc in Heverlee in Brabant (the latter is said explicitly to 
have died of pestilence).!°! The Cistercians counted among the dead that 
year Abbess Jeanne Persans of Val-Notre-Dame in the Liégeois, while 
the Augustinian Canons suffered the loss of Prior Baldwin of Val-des- 
Ecoliers (at Houffalize in Luxembourg).10? We may conclude that the 
deaths of these heads of houses, if, like Guillaume Van Calsteren’s, from 
pestilence, mean that a large number of monks, nuns, and canons suffered 
and perished as well. 

The foregoing list in no way exhausts the evidence of the number of 
heads of houses in this region who died in the famine years. The problem 
is that sometimes only an approximate date of death can be given. An 
abbess, say, will appear for the last time issuing an order or confirming a 
contract on 21 August 1315. She will die sometime thereafter, certainly 
before 4 April 1317 when her successor is first known from charter evi- 
dence. This is not a hypothetical case, but that of Abbess Marie of La 
Ramée, a Cistercian house at Jauchelette in Brabant.10? We would prob- 
ably not be wrong to place her death tentatively with the others cited in 
1316. More important, when we factor in all such cases of heads of 
houses in the region who died from 1315 to 1319, what seems bad 
enough in view of the explicit cases of deaths in 1316 turns out to be a 
tragedy of far greater proportions. At least seven more female and ten 
more male heads of houses, mostly in rural areas, met their demise. I list 
them here.104 


Abbess Hawide of Salzinnes, Cistercian, Namurois, 8 April 1317 (1:106) 

Abbot Jean of Frasne-lez-Gosselies, Benedictine, Hainaut, between May 
1317 and March 1318 (1:301) 

Former Abbot Gilles Moschons of Val-Saint-Lambert, Cistercian, Liégeois, 
14 September 1315 (2:161) 

Abbot Lambert d’Odeur of Val-Saint-Lambert, Cistercian, Liégeois, 28 
March 1317 or 1318 (2:161) 

Abbot Henri de Hermalle of Val-des-Ecoliers, Augustinian, Liégeois, 1318 
(2:330) 
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Abbot Gautier de Tournai dit de Tollebeke of Saint-Barthélemy de l'Eeck- 
hout, Augustinian, western Flanders, 20 June 1316 or 1317 (3:773) 

Abbot Jean de Vlasschere of Saint-Barthélemy de l'Eeckhout, Augustinian, 
western Flanders, 1318 (3:773) 

Former Abbot Godefroid of Vlierbeek, Benedictine, Brabant, 1315 (4:92 
especially n. 2) 

Prévot Jean of Notre-Dame-de-la-Chapelle, Benedictine, Brabant, between 
17 November 1315 and 21 August 1317 (4:154) 

Abbess Ida de Cottem of Grand-Bigard, Benedictine, Brabant, 23 January 
1318 (4:228) 

Abbess Ida de Walhaim of Florival, Cistercian, Brabant, 1318 (4:431) 

Abbess Clémence of Orienten, Cistercian, Brabant, between 29 April 1315 
and 10 January 1319 (4:504) 

Prior Jean de Troine of Val-des-Ecoliers, Augustinian, Luxembourg, early 
April 1317 (5:312) 

Abbess Beatrix Van Hallinckrode of Zwijveke, Cistercian, eastern Flanders, 
1 July 1318 (7:478) 

Former Abbot Jean Scamp of Ninove, Premonstratensian, eastern Flanders, 
17 February 1318 (7:515) 

Prioress Marguerite Dierwinne of Blijdenberg, Augustinian, province of 
Antwerp, between 21 December 1317 and 31 January 1319 (8:544) 

Prioress Marguerite Van Kersdorp of Sint-Margrietendaal, Augustinian, 
province of Antwerp, 1315 (8:635) 


In sum, during the early years of the famine (especially in 1316) a total 
of twenty-four men and women, a significant proportion of the elite lead- 
ership of monastic institutions in what we now call Belgium and its envi- 
rons, died. Without being too wedded to the precise accuracy of this tally, 
one can still say that no other period, let alone single year, seems remotely 
to have witnessed such mortality—at least before the Black Death. 

Peter Sax, the seventeenth-century author earlier cited, added another 
telling detail about the mortality encountered during the famine, based on 
his reading of earlier reports. The terrible floods that followed the heavy 
and incessant rains took thirty thousand people to their deaths. This was, 
to be sure, an exaggeration. Nevertheless, to be induced to make such 
statements the chroniclers on whom Sax depended for the information 


must have seen drownings on a scale they had neither witnessed nor 
heard of before.105 


We can address only morbidity and mortality with reasonable confidence 
in assessing the demographic impact of the famine on rural society, but as 
the discussion of the famine's differential regional impact suggested, 
other demographic factors (like age at marriage) would be relevant to a 
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full discussion of this issue.196 Unfortunately, almost nothing has as yet 
been deduced from either impressionistic or documentary sources about 
these other factors. A little—very little—survives related to the matter of 
fertility during and after the famine. To interpret this material we may 
turn for guidance to work on recent famines, which indicates that in the 
duration of a typical famine or the year or two thereafter there is ordinar- 
ily a steep decline in fertility. 

The causes of this short-term decline are somewhat uncertain and may 
in fact be voluntary (as we shall see in a moment), not physiological. 
Evidence for an actual decline over the short term in fecundity, the capac- 
ity to reproduce, is indecisive, though if a decline were to be documented, 
amenorrhea and reduced sperm counts could possibly be responsible.107 
Alternative explanations for the brief fall in the rate of pregnancy and the 
live-birth rate, therefore, include (1) lower frequency of intercourse 
owing either to a waning in the sexual drive caused by lethargy or to the 
absence of husbands who have taken to the road to find work or beg 
alms, (2) an increase in voluntary birth control, including self-induced 
abortions, and (3) postponement of marriage, which has already been 
remarked.108 

We may infer a reduced birthrate during and immediately after the 
famine that conforms with this model in part from the existence of large 
transient male begging populations.!0? A very few medieval authors or 
types of evidence also point to a decline. Indeed, at least one author, Jac- 
ques de Thérines, writing in 1317 or 1318, appears explicitly to have 
noted the fertility decline in France.!!0 Evidence that has survived from 
the manor of Cottenham in Cambridgeshire points faintly in the same 
direction. On that manor there was a reduction or excusing of leyrwite, 
the fornication fine, probably because of the poverty imposed by the 
Great Famine on the servile population. But a related fine, childwyte, was 
neither respited nor forgiven in the famine years because it involved preg- 
nancy, threatening the community with still another mouth to feed.!!! 

It is highly dubious, however, that the famine had a lingering negative 
effect on fertility. Recent famines have been followed after a couple of 
years by a return to normal fertility or even a decisive increase in the 
number of live births; very little convincing evidence exists showing any 
long-term impact on fecundity, the capacity for reproduction in the sur- 
viving adult population.!!2 These observations make the little informa- 
tion suggesting a rural *baby boom" after the ebbing of the Great Famine 
all the more persuasive.1? 
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URBAN DEMOGRAPHY AND ECONOMY 


N PART II we examined various aspects of the production and distri- 

bution crisis in rural environments where 85 to 90 percent of north- 

ern European population was concentrated.! Other considerations 
now oblige us to turn our attention to the towns. It is, of course, no easy 
matter to decide what a town was in the Middle Ages. In chapter 3, some 
attempt was made to differentiate small towns from villages, but despite 
the abundance of taxonomic work that has been done, the criteria sug- 
gested often seem arbitrary or conventional.? The same is true of the crite- 
ria used to distinguish the various sizes and forms of urban settlement 
and, implicitly, the various *experiences of life" in different settlements. 
Jürgen Sydow, for example, distinguishes big towns (Grossstädte), those 
with populations above 10,000 (of which Europe as a whole knew from 
fifty-six to seventy-nine examples in 1300)? from middling towns (Mit- 
telstädte) having 2,000-10,000 inhabitants, and from small towns 
(Kleinstädte) with 500-2,000 residents. “Dwarf-towns” (Zwergstädte), in 
his scheme, are settlements with urban characteristics but with a popu- 
lation of fewer than 500. He also imputes a qualitative difference between 
medieval Mittelstádte on either side of the 4,000 population mark.^ With- 
out commenting at this point on the persuasiveness of Sydow's particular 
taxonomy (which has been widely accepted)? I wish to note that in the 
course of this chapter I have tried to address factors like population and 
metropolitan pull, as well as other criteria used to construct taxonomies 
of the medieval town, to the extent that they seem directly germane to 
the cluster of problems related to the onset, duration, and impact of the 
famine. 

But to go back to the original question: What compels a separate treat- 
ment of urban issues? First, the urban economy was in a sense the leading 
(or transformative) component of the medieval economy as a whole.® 
Men and women had increasingly, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
come to see towns—old and new—as islands of economic opportunity. 
Royal courts, though continuing to be peripatetic, had identified particu- 
lar towns as their special havens or capitals. Two of these—London and 
Paris—had grown tremendously in size, creating and structuring vast eco- 
nomic hinterlands that stretched from sixty to one hundred kilometers or 
more in all directions." Finally, across Flanders and the southern rim of 
the Baltic coast, a group of towns had developed relatively sophisticated 
economies and networks of trade.? 
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There is an ideological aspect to the centrality of urban life as well. 
Despite a lingering hostility toward commercial affairs among clerical 
thinkers, many other intelligent and educated Christians in the north had 
rediscovered or were reemphasizing the equation of the town and civiliza- 
tion.? This same reawakening awareness or stress on the emerging north- 
ern European town as the matrix of high civilization has also been docu- 
mented in the work of contemporary Jews, such as the famous exegete 
Rashi of Troyes in Champagne.!? For all these reasons—including the 
ideological ones—the urban crisis had wider ramifications than the actual 
proportion of medieval population living in towns might at first lead one 
to suppose. 

A final consideration commanding particular attention for urban soci- 
ety can be much more briefly stated. It is that, although surpassed in total 
numbers by the population of the villages and hamlets, the towns and 
particularly certain classes of people within the towns suffered a great 
deal more and far longer than did their counterparts in the countryside. !! 
The internal dissension precipitated amid the suffering often had, in turn, 
particularly persistent effects on the political and economic conditions of 
the towns. These effects were not uniformly bad, but they often influ- 
enced fundamental aspects of urban relations. !2 


Distribution, Population, Hinterlands 


The year 1300 saw a very skewed distribution of urban centers in north- 
ern Europe. Ireland, Scotland, and Wales had a small handful of garrison 
and administrative towns, like Dublin, whose resident populations could 
not often have exceeded 3,000 souls and were ordinarily considerably 
lower. England had one truly great city, London, whose population in 
1300 historians have traditionally put at about 40,000.13 A new group of 
scholars led by Derek Keene and associated with the “Feeding the City” 
project, an attempt of the Centre for Metropolitan History to map the 
impact of London on its hinterland, now urges a figure closer to 
100,000.!^ Although this figure is problematical at best, it has recently 
become de rigueur, being accepted in works by Richard Smith, Rodney 
Hilton, John Mundy, and R. H. Britnell, with, at most, the qualifier *per- 
haps."!5 A number of provincial English towns—Norwich and the port 
of Southampton, for example—were probably in the 3,000-10,000 
range, despite the *recently encountered enthusiasm for urban popula- 
tion growth" among English historians that somewhat arbitrarily wants 
to bring that figure (in Norwich's case) up to 25,000.16 

On the Continent, where the spread of major towns was more impres- 
sive, no such doubtful inflation of figures is necessary. To be sure, Scandi- 
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navia and the northern Low Countries had few serious towns. Guess- 
work imagines Bergen, the Hanse depot on the western coast of Norway, 
at 2,000-3,000, even 7,000.!7 The last figure seems high. The largest 
town in Sweden, Stockholm, it has been suggested, was of Bergen’s order 
of magnitude.!? To return to the example of Norway, even if we grant 
that, by the most generous definition, real towns existed in any numbers 
in that kingdom (fifteen is one figure suggested), the average size would be 
something like 1,300 inhabitants according to the best and still very ques- 
tionable estimates.1? The kingdom of Sweden, meanwhile, had only five 
other settlements, besides Stockholm, that have been classified as 
towns.? Each counted over 1,000 inhabitants, but these were hardly me- 
tropolises of note.?! 

Purer urban experiences were lived in Flanders. By 1300 or so, it had 
at least 25 percent, possibly as many as 40-50 percent of its inhabitants 
living in towns, many of which were enormous by medieval standards; 
the total urban population at a minimum was 180,000.22 Ghent’s popu- 
lation has been put at anywhere from 40,000 to 60,000, even 80,000.23 
Bruges tallied between 35,000 and 50,000 inhabitants.2^ Liege and Ypres 
could scarcely have reached the lower end of that range but were still 
sizable.25 Saint-Omer and Arras were approaching but remained well 
under 20,000 by the end of the thirteenth century.26 

In Germany important old Rhenish centers, like Cologne, also sus- 
tained large numbers of residents, say, 40,000 or so.27 Of a lesser order of 
magnitude were other old settlements; both Aachen and Münster are esti- 
mated at about 10,000 inhabitants at their height.28 But newer towns (the 
pace of foundation was extraordinary at least down to the year 1300) 
were an important factor in the demographic mix as well.?? The Rhine- 
land, for example, which had only eight towns in 1180, had fifty-two by 
1250, and a few of these might have rivaled Aachen and Münster in 
size.?? A number of inland towns of substantial size flourished as well. 
Strasbourg and Augsburg may have surpassed 10,000.53! Würzburg 
seems to have reached 4,300-5,000, as did Freiberg and Görlitz in Sax- 
ony and Memmingen and the imperial city of Nórdlingen in the 
Württemberg-Bavaria borderlands. Magdeburg counted 6,000 inhabit- 
ants; Braunschweig, perhaps a few hundred souls more.?? There were 
scores of other towns whose permanent population was in the range 
2,500-4,000: Leipzig, Bautzen, Dresden, Marburg in Hesse, Zwickau.?? 

Although the Hanse towns and other settlements along the Baltic coast 
had grown rapidly as a result of long-distance and short-distance immi- 
gration in the thirteenth century, they were still modest in size relative to 
the larger Flemish and Rhenish towns. Yet several would have rivaled 
places like Norwich in England (based on sober-minded rather than in- 
flated estimates of the latter's population). Hamburg, which quadrupled 
its population in the course of the thirteenth century, could have had 
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about 5,000 souls in 1300; the received estimate for Lübeck is 6,000, 
although its most recent and thorough historian puts the number at 
15,000 in 1300.34 Other southern Baltic settlements, despite their eco- 
nomic vitality, were certainly smaller. Kiel, for instance, numbered only 
1,500-2,000 inhabitants, and Oldesloe and Plön (two nearby settlements 
that have been classified as towns) could have had no more than about 
1,140 and 720 permanent residents respectively.?? In 1300 or so in most 
of the more easterly of these towns, as many as 20 percent of residents 
were recent immigrants from the Rhineland and neighboring regions; in 
many, immigrants from near and far constituted the vast majority of in- 
habitants.?° And we are talking about large numbers of towns in these 
regions: in one of them, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, approximately 
sixty-five new towns (a few on old Slavic sites) had been established in the 
period of assarting and colonization.?? 

Finally, we come to France. Paris, of course, dominated the scene. The 
lowest estimate of its population around 1300 is 80,000; the highest— 
and, according to the best modern research, the most accurate—is slightly 
over 200,000.38 Lille, which came under French domination around the 
same time, probably had between 20,000 and 30,000 residents, depend- 
ing on the multiplier one chooses to use in order to extrapolate from the 
number of houses to the size of the population.?? Calais, which was also 
in the troubled borderlands of France and Flanders, had between 13,000 
and 15,000 inhabitants.4 Reims, more firmly linked to the kingdom, tal- 
lied between 12,000 and 18,000, perhaps even 20,000 residents, figures 
again extrapolated from the number of houses.*! 

The hundred years prior to the famine had been kind to most of these 
towns. To be sure, the last decade or so of the thirteenth century already 
was witness to a significant decline in economic vigor in some settle- 
ments,? but on the whole the century had seen expansion—economic, 
demographic, and spatial—and improvements that multiplied, after the 
crises of the early fourteenth century, the networks of trade.*? Occasion- 
ally, there were transitions that marked new configurations of urban 
power without at all undermining the general picture of vigorous urban 
development. The town-based fairs of Champagne, for example, did not 
recover from the systemic weaknesses that affected their economic life in 
the thirteenth century, but the great emporia of Frankfurt-am-Main 
began to play much the same role as the fairs had once played.^^ The 
decline of the ports of Frisia, to provide another instance, was more than 
offset by the rise of the Hanse in the Baltic and the North Sea.*5 

Together with economic prosperity, there had been a relatively high 
degree of political stability in the towns.*° Administrative arrangements 
worked out in the twelfth century (often with violence between seigneurs 
and sworn associations of burghers) grew hoary with age. Seigneurs re- 
tained ultimate control in many instances (Cologne is a case in point), but 


132 TOWNS AND PRINCIPALITIES 


for many towns such control was often token or only preserved in a pay- 
ment from the town corporation to its lord. Even in England, where the 
towns’ independence from royal scrutiny was not pronounced, ordinary 
government was virtually a monopoly of the burghers. There continued 
to be islands of seigneurial, especially ecclesiastical, autonomy within 
even the most burgher-dominated towns; and these were on more than 
one occasion the cause of significant jurisdictional tensions.*” But most of 
these arguments were resolved in courts, not in street fights, and led to no 
long-term disruption of economic production. 

Serious exceptions to this picture affected the great capital cities, Paris 
and London, and the towns of Flanders. In the case of the capitals, the 
demographic, economic, and spatial growth was on a far greater scale 
than in provincial centers. There were distinct immigrant neighborhoods 
and suburbs; the immigrants even came from far-distant and linguisti- 
cally distinct regions: Flemings to London and Bretons to Paris are merely 
two examples.^? Rural patches remained here and there in the city, but 
they were in retreat as building campaigns multiplied.*? In England Lon- 
don's tradition of municipal autonomy and the tendency to establish gov- 
ernmental institutions in Westminster rather than in the city proper made 
it less dependent on the crown’s efforts to stimulate supply.?? In France, 
where the seat of government was in the very heart of Paris, however, the 
crown played an active role in monitoring, supplying, defending, and 
governing the city.?! 

The second major exception to this general sketch of urban develop- 
ments in thirteenth-century northern Europe touches upon Flanders. 
There economic growth stalled in the late thirteenth century. In the same 
period, northern French communes like Amiens and Beauvais (which 
were of a size comparable to provincial towns in England) were experi- 
encing something like a fiscal crisis caused by debt-financing and royal 
taxation,?? but theirs was not a crisis in industrial production per se as in 
Flanders. David Nicholas, in 1976, categorized the Flemish situation as a 
recession.5? Like many recessions this one was the result of a series of 
structural transformations, in this instance affecting the cloth industry. 
According to John Munro, the military disruptions that characterized the 
early fourteenth century encouraged the leaders of the textile industry to 
go over to the production of luxury cloths and lessen their dependence on 
cheap bulk exports.°+ The accompanying dislocation had grave conse- 
quences for artisanal and working-class families, and it elevated tensions 
within the towns that led to recurrent revolts against the oligarchic gov- 
ernments and worsened the economic downturn.?? 

Not every town in Flanders or neighboring regions, of course, had an 
oligarchic government whose very existence seemed to stand as a chal- 
lenge to the workers' status and well-being. Mechlin, for example, man- 
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aged to develop a relatively stable government where representation on 
the council was widely distributed among social groups; but this was ex- 
ceptional.°® The general pattern, therefore, saw urban governments in 
Flanders suspicious of worker discontent, worried that the agrarian crisis 
in food production would lead to further disorder, and deeply concerned 
at what seemed to be a never-ending economic slump. Demographic ca- 
tastrophe, as we shall see, only added to the somber mood. 

It has already been pointed out that it is impossible to consider great 
towns, like the capital cities, without constantly reminding ourselves of 
the mutual impact of metropolis and hinterland.?? The same is true of 
ports and provincial towns. In the case of ports (like London), the catch- 
ment areas included distant regions, loops, as it were, at the ends of thin 
threads defined by the sea-lanes to them.?? At times the impact of a port 
on its distant supply points was mediated by royal or baronial authori- 
ties.°0 The hinterlands of inland provincial towns were more coherent, 
like the protoplasm encircling the nucleus of a cell or, given the nature of 
road networks, like the area encompassed by the rim of a many-spoked 
wheel.9! The area encompassed by the strong effects of metropolitan pull 
from a provincial town, wherever situated, could be quite extensive, and 
the efforts to capitalize on it (improving navigation was one way; further 
assarting was another) could be quite impressive. ®2 

To judge from references to the places of origin of grain shipments 
within Devon to Exeter, its grain hinterland fanned out up to thirty-five 
miles (fifty-six kilometers) inland, not to mention to several far more dis- 
tant supply districts along the sea-lanes to it.° This seems extraordinarily 
large, given Exeter’s size (4,000-5,000),6* but it may reflect the skewing 
of production toward oats in Devon: the town may have needed more 
distant imports to obtain sufficient quantities of wheat for the burghers’ 
consumption.® Inland Nördlingen in Germany, with about 5,000 inhab- 
itants, was commensurate in size with Exeter but had a much smaller and 
more typical hinterland with a radius of about seven kilometers.66 The 
topographical evidence on all sorts of rural buyers and sellers at the mar- 
kets of thirteenth-century Dijon, an inland city at least twice Exeter’s size 
setin an area of rich and balanced agricultural production, suggests that 
its economic hinterland was just twenty-five kilometers in radius or, put 
differently, covered an area of about 2,000 kms. square.°” One would 
have to get up to the size of Metz, toward 20,000, before typically en- 
countering an inland town in a rich agricultural environment of mixed 
husbandries that had a grain hinterland as extensive as Exeter’s.68 

Artisans working in the nearer districts of the hinterlands of towns of 
any of these sizes and, of course, still larger ones were transformed by the 
urban demand: a lime-burner who might have been furnishing fertilizer in 
an isolated rural community was probably doubling as a potter if he lived 
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in the shadow of a great town.9? Rural tinkers and miners with access to 
sand deposits and fern (a source of potassium) contributed to a thriving 
glassmaking industry providing windows for large urban buildings like 
churches and town halls.70 

A last and essential point: urban economies were not like estate econo- 
mies in which employers of large numbers of people had to negotiate the 
trade-off between maintaining the workforce in hard times by doles or 
other acts of paternalism, on the one hand, and cutting costs, on the 
other. If they chose the latter, there were few institutions besides the 
household or begging to fill the gap in rural society. Of course, the house- 
hold was the center of support in towns as well; and except in the most 
elevated of merchant households, homes doubled as workplaces, and 
work itself was a familial affair. Wives and daughters labored side by side 
with husbands, fathers, and brothers,"! and with non-kin apprentices as 
extensions of the family. In the absence of family or because of disputes 
within families, hard times also stimulated begging in towns. But there 
were far more, if perhaps ineffective, alternative sources of support in 
towns than in the countryside.” 

Among these were neighborhood and parish organizations (sometimes 
they were equivalent), like confraternities, almshouses, and hospitals. 
Guilds also served important welfare functions. When crises loomed, mu- 
nicipal governments themselves took a much greater interest in assuaging 
want, lest discontent lead to riots or rebellion. The crowns, too, became 
more active in assuring their capitals’ and other important towns’ wel- 
fare—by charity or repression—when other preservers of social control 
were not up to the task. Of course, none of the providers of social services 
was entirely disinterested. Work on the Bruges hospital network shows 
how much “class” tensions manifested themselves and led toward segre- 
gated institutions, and how rivalries for influence over these institutions 
might affect their administration.” But at least a large number of institu- 
tions existed in most towns from which help of some sort could be re- 
quested and, often, obtained. 


Prices 


As was true in rural markets, the years 1315-1322 according to the 
chroniclers saw a stupendous increase in prices in the towns. In Valen- 
ciennes, Liége, and Flemish-speaking Antwerp consumers were suffering 
“the dear times” and “the horrible expense” already in 1315.” In Ger- 
many, Magdeburg went through a “very dear time” in 1316.75 Nurem- 
berg endured similar inflation in that year, which persisted in the years to 
come.’° The year 1317 saw prices shoot up in Stralsund; again, the high 
price level seemed intractable.77 
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Chroniclers in France tell a similar tale of the urban economy. While 
the general price rise is remarked for the kingdom as a whole in 1315, the 
dearness (“chierté”) was noticed “especiaument à Paris.”’8 The word 
especiaument is appropriate because contemporaries were also aware 
that Paris was usually well supplied with grain, and though prices varied, 
supply usually responded splendidly and kept prices short of the ceilings 
reached elsewhere. The crown was key here, but in 1315 even the crown 
was unable to effectively preclude steep rises in grain prices."? As for 
1316, Paris is said to have endured truly skyrocketing inflation for wheat, 
barley, and oats.9? The English chronicle record is ceaseless in its focus on 
the high prices and the especially bad situation in London. Almost no 
author seems to have passed up the opportunity to bemoan the distress— 
for centuries to come.?! 

Volatility was also as characteristic of urban prices as of rural ones, if 
not more so; there could be dramatic surges followed by steep declines. 
But the overall trend was decisively upward. Of course our price data are 
incomplete, and sometimes only general statements of this sort are possi- 
ble. Statistical precision would in many cases be misleading. Nonetheless, 
the fragmentary information that has survived suggests that the pattern 
outlined was characteristic of the price curve in Bremen and Lübeck,?? in 
Bruges and Ypres,’ in Cambrai,84 and in Valenciennes.9? Indeed, if 1320 
represents a temporary return to normal price levels in Valenciennes and 
Mons as well, two towns for which more detailed information survives, 
then the year 1316 had seen cereal prices in the former at twenty-four 
times and in the latter at thirty-two times the normal level. If, on the other 
hand, the price levels in 1320 are artificially low (*sy bas"), reflecting the 
volatility of the market, as a chronicler suggests,86 then we could compare 
prices in 1316 with those in the more abundantly documented 1330s. 
This comparison would still show cereals selling in 1316 at almost eight 
times and almost five times the usual price in Mons and Valenciennes 
respectively.87 

Around Louvain grain prices went up 40 percent in the month from All 
Saints’ 1315 to Saint Andrew’s Day (30 November). By Candlemas (2 
February 1316) there had been a doubling. Easter witnessed prices 140 
percent higher than at All Saints’; and by the Nativity of Saint John the 
Baptist (24 June), the price stood more than three times greater than at All 
Saints’.88 Strasbourg, though on the southern rim of the famine area, also 
saw prices for products vended at its markets triple in the early years of 
the crisis.8? 

One can correct for the volatility in order to get some sense of the 
specific price rises as well in Strasbourg. Grain prices, in this instance, can 
be factored out and broken down by type in the critical periods. Let us 
consider rye, using prices in 1350 as an index (100): it can be established 
that the years 1310-1320 experienced price levels at 170. For oats simi- 
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larly, the years 1310-1320 saw overall prices stand at 160. For wheat, 
unfortunately, the information is insufficient for this kind of comparison, 
but for barley, fragmentary data suggest that prices from 1320 to 1330 
were, on average, more than 30 percent higher than in 1350.?? This fact 
conforms well with what we know of the effect of the weather. The 
droughts of the later period of the famine, especially the 1320s, had a 
more deleterious effect on barley harvests than did the wet weather of the 
earlier period, and therefore the steepest price rises for that grain came 
after the first three years of the famine.?! On the other hand, flooding 
brought on by severe winds along the North Sea coast and in the Low 
Countries in the 1320s also stimulated wild fluctuations in rye and oat 
prices.?? 

Price levels like these—especially in the first phase of the famine, when 
a portion of seed corn was available to be sold for food in anticipation 
that the harvest shortfalls would soon be reversed—induced small hinter- 
land producers to try to skirt those established urban markets that had 
price controls in place. Since this tactic limited supplies in the marketplace 
even more sharply than what was expected as a result of the harvest 
shortfalls, middlemen and retail purchasers were seduced into dealing 
with traders outside the normal forums. Trading in this way, known as 
forestalling, was illegal and was usually a marginal activity in every way, 
but in famine years it did have greater economic significance. To be sure, 
that significance was even then less than contemporary commentators 
appear to have realized, but this misperception may be attributed to the 
sentiment shared by those commentators that exploiting the price rise of 
cereals was among the most immoral features of business behavior. 

In mid-1315 the burghers of London, urged by a mandate of the king's 
council, *caused inquiry to be made on the oath of good men of the sev- 
eral wards as to forestallers."?? In November of the same year there were 
further municipal efforts on the part of the London worthies to constrain 
traders to use established markets.?* Smaller towns, like Exeter, were no 
less vigilant.?> 

It was hoarding and speculation, however, that, by withholding de- 
sired supplies and driving prices up, came in for the most criticism in 
urban as it had in rural society, despite their putative economic benefits.?6 
The grain and bread market was, of course, the principal, if not sole, 
concern. Stories told of the famine in 1316 make the point vividly. In one 
a desperate woman begged bread of her sister, only to be rebuffed. There 
was nothing to share; as God was her witness (she said), there was noth- 
ing. To her distress the Lord did testify against her, changing an abun- 
dance of hidden loaves into stones, which later came to be treasured as a 
memorial of the divine wrath. A visitor could still see one of them and 
marvel two hundred years later in the Church of Saint-Peter in Leiden.?7 
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Another hoarder, we learn,’ filled his storage rooms to the fullest, 
intending to hold back the precious grain until prices were at their peak. 
The poor were as nothing to him. His antithesis was a devout widow who 
distributed what grain she had “with a free spirit and a cheerful face” 
(“libera mente, et hilari vultu”), thereby inviting the delight of God, who 
loves a cheerful giver (2 Cor. 9.7). In this way her supplies were very 
nearly exhausted. When a poor little girl (paupercula) and other hungry 
children begged pitifully at her threshold, she ordered her servant to feed 
them too. The servant was distressed. There was not enough for the chil- 
dren and for them. But miraculously when the servant opened the store- 
room door, she found the chamber stuffed to the rafters. The grain spilled 
out on her with main force as a punishment for her hardness of heart. The 
children were fed. Poor people round about received portions. There was 
so much that even prices in the marketplace swiftly fell. Meanwhile, the 
miser, his stores so long reserved that they became unfit for man and 
beast, was ruined. In the end he dumped the grain, not on the market, but 
in the river. Thirteen sixteen was a very good year for such stories. 

While grain was at the center of all concerns over prices, the decrease 
in the availability of salt also was a cause for alarm. Predictably, the 
shortage led to an increase in price from 1315; and big towns, like Paris 
and London, were hard hit.?? Indeed, the cost was so great that no one 
could recollect and no search of the written records could turn up any 
similar increase.!0? The price rise in salt in turn led to elevated prices for 
the products for which it was used, not least salted fish, especially herring, 
one of the most important foodstuffs and a mainstay of urban communi- 
ties on the North and Baltic seacoasts.101 Rogers's aggregate prices for 
England suggest that the years 1315-1319 saw the peak in prices for 
herring in the entire period before the Black Death.102 Local investigation 
of the herring market at Yarmouth, the bustling East Anglian port, con- 
firms this impression: 1316 and 1317 were years of dreadfully high 
prices. 103 


The Cost-of-Living Crisis 


Penury raised its ugly head, but it expressed itself in as many ways as 
there were levels of status and wealth in the towns. At the administrative 
or governmental level the best evidence of the impact of the crisis would 
at first glance seem to be fiscal accounts. If they were sufficiently full, they 
would tell us about defaults of taxes, for example, or adjustments in tax 
rates, declines in revenue, increases in deficits, adjustments with regard to 
expenditures, and the like. Unfortunately, although we shall have re- 
course time and again in this and chapter 8 to the wide variety of (usually 
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fragmentary) accounts that have survived, few if any offer the really full 
picture that modern fiscal records provide.10* And the myriads of other 
urban official records, though very valuable, will not completely fill in the 
gaps. 

These limitations conceded, we may begin by looking at the Hanse 
towns. There are numerous, if sometimes indirect, indications of the pro- 
fundity of the economic crisis.105 One such indication emerges from a 
consideration of the fiscal records of Lüneburg, Dortmund, and Soest. 
They describe the admission of new burghers—a usually costly mark of 
high status—to the corporation of the towns. In Lüneburg the decline in 
admissions from 1311-1315 to 1316-1320 was from 136 to 116, with a 
modest recovery in the next five years to 122. Dortmund exhibits the 
same pattern: 116 admissions, then a precipitate decline to 68, then a 
partial recovery to 90. Soest shows a decline from 175 to 157 but not 
even partial recovery; the number of admissions in the years 1321-1325 
decreased further to 127.106 In Hamburg, such aggregate figures mask 
what was in fact another very troubling interruption of admissions, a fair 
indication of the inability of midlevel merchants to profit from the disas- 
ter. The diversity of economic interests in this relatively large town soon 
allowed them to make a recovery, however, which offset the earlier de- 
cline.107 

Occasionally immigration compensated for the decline in admissions 
to burgher status. Ypres is a case in point. The demographic crisis was as 
profound in this town as anywhere in Europe during the famine.198 Town 
properties would have been readily available for purchase by those who 
were profiting from high food prices. Ypres had a provision in its law 
granting bourgeois status to merchants who resided in it for five years, 
but this five-year rule was waived for those who directly purchased the 
status. David Nicholas found that the waivers and therefore admissions 
to burgher status in Ypres skyrocketed during the famine. This can prob- 
ably be explained, according to him, by an increase in immigration.!0? 
Presumably, where the demographic crisis was less severe and where 
price controls were more effective, no such effects should be observed. As 
a matter of fact, the situation in Bruges seems to bear this out.!10 

Other indications of crisis abound. Labor shortages associated possi- 
bly with mortality, migration, and the weakness of the surviving popula- 
tion in Flanders!!! would have exacerbated a decline in textile production 
for the bulk export trade, which, we have seen, was already damaged by 
the Franco-Flemish wars. This seems at least to be the explanation fa- 
vored by Gérard Sivéry to account for the decline in production (inferred 
from the decline in export) of finished cloth from Lille to northern 
Italy. 112 

For a different reason, the woolen industry of Cockermouth, a small 
town in the north of England, descended into crisis. The flocks that sup- 
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plied the fleeces were simply devastated by murrains. The decline in pro- 
duction was so great as to bring about a depression. But, as in Flanders, 
the situation was compounded by war, in this case the Anglo-Scottish 
war. Accounts from 1316-1318 recall the effects of the “Scottish war.” 
No lessee could be found for the fulling mill, which therefore fell out of 
use. There is evidence that “market tolls were also reduced because of 
destruction by the Scots.” Rents for burgage tenements plummeted.115 

The tenurial situation in Cockermouth was duplicated elsewhere. Dub- 
lin, the chief English garrison town in eastern Ireland, had evolved during 
the thirteenth century into something a little bit more than a garrison 
town. Indeed, according to Anngret Simms, “archaeological evidence and 
documentary material ... show with detailed examples that the thir- 
teenth century was a period of growth.”!!4 The Scottish invasion of Ire- 
land, part of the second front against the English whom they were fight- 
ing in their borderlands as well, brought Dublin’s prosperity to an end. 
Even though the English reasserted their dominance, there was emigra- 
tion of some colonists to England during and after the troubles, and the 
taxation of Ireland by the English became inordinately heavy. The col- 
lapse of rents was remarkable in Dublin. By 1326 it was noted that “the 
burgagers of New Street used to pay 57s 6d a year for their burgages . . . 
now they pay only 32s 8d [a decline of 25 percent] because the rest of the 
burgages lie waste,” that is, empty and abandoned. It was also lamented 
that “certain burgagers in St Patrick’s Street hold houses and tenements, 
and they used to pay 45s 2d ... they now pay 36s 2d [down about 20 
percent] because the rest of the tenements lie waste.” 115 

The English royal town of Hull mimics this pattern. It was already 
having difficulties on the eve of the famine.!!6 A rental survey surviving 
from 1309-1310 reveals that 44 plots—28 percent of the total of 158 
listed—had “decayed” rents, that is, were not being worked or were 
empty.!!7 An investigation of 1315 showed “failure rates” of about 50 
percent and 67 percent in two sets of recent rentals.!!8 What the overall 
failure rate was has not been recovered, but presumably, given those for 
recent rentals, it was similarly high, exceeding the 28 percent rate of 
1309-1310. A defective list tentatively dated by the editor to ca. 1315, 
when the investigation just referred to was carried out, and certainly be- 
forea crash program to fill the tenancies was inaugurated in 1317, reveals 
that this figure had risen to 32 percent.!1? 

The information gathered in the investigation helped mobilize the ef- 
fort to get new rentals. A roll of 1320 mentions at least forty times (in 
references to 164 plots) empty tenancies that had successfully been leased 
out in August of 1317.120 How? The king's men managed this extraordi- 
nary feat by “ruthlessly reducing the rent” on the plots.!?! Yet in the same 
year, 1320, still another report castigates one of the men, Robert of Sen- 
dal, responsible for this turnaround for failing to maintain the king's in- 
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come in other ways. That report specifically alleges that Robert destroyed 
sheepfolds and was dilatory with respect to reclamation work on the 
banks of the Humber.!22 One would like to know Robert’s side. Was the 
destruction of the sheepfolds a measure associated with the murrain? 
Were the banks of the Humber undermined by the rains to such a degree 
that it was impossible to repair them with the marginal profits on rentals 
available to him? 

Even small towns like Colchester, no more than 3,000 to 4,000 souls, 
seem to have suffered a crisis in tenancy.!23 The evidence in Colchester’s 
case is circumstantial. More perfectly integrated into the rural context 
than a larger town would be, Colchester around 1300 showed the classic 
signs of rural rather than urban overpopulation—not unemployment, but 
stress on burghers’ common rights in rural terrains abutting the town.124 
To be sure, even great towns, like Paris, endured similar stresses; the 
draining of the city marshes and their conversion to privately exploited 
arable led to a loss of common of pasture in the great capital that was 
deeply resented in the early fourteenth century.12? But important as com- 
mon rights remained in the metropolis, they were a more central concern 
in smaller towns. During the famine, the Colchester population “may 
have contracted” from abandonment of tenancies that could no longer be 
maintained by the combined income of household wages and the declin- 
ing benefits of common rights.126 The decrease in available grain also 
probably put one of the town’s water mills out of service.!2” Not unex- 
pectedly, there was an apparent reduction in ale consumption in Col- 
chester as well.!?8 

In several cases, particularly but not exclusively in “frontier” regions, 
the relenting of the subsistence crisis and of war led to a more or less 
immediate return to relative stability and prosperity.!2? As was the case 
with the rural world, however, this happened less often in well-estab- 
lished regions. The Colchester case suffers from lack of documentation 
but seems to point in the direction of a prolonged downturn.!30 Else- 
where the case is stronger. The debt-ridden peasantry that emerged from 
the famine saw its urban counterpart in Ghent, for example, in the endur- 
ing penuria of the laboring population: building accounts and wage sta- 
tistics show that the so-called recovery years 1320-1321 and 1321- 
1322—after the hell of 1315-1319—were “highly problematical” and 
“difficult,” putting the average workman right at the threshold of the 
continuing need for monetary alms to buy sufficient cheap (rye) bread for 
his basic nutrition. 31 

Beset by other forces, such as war and internecine strife, such towns, 
again with occasional exceptions,!?? suffered lengthy economic depres- 
sions. Lübeck, to cite one instance, continued to suffer through the period 
1323-1327.133 Bremen is another case. There internal violence disrupted 
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trade and ultimately undermined Bremeners’ capacity to maintain their 
former privileged position in the beer trade; Hamburg and Wismar took 
up the slack. For centuries this would be taken as an object lesson against 
the kind of self-destructive internal violence that had weakened Bremen 
during the famine. 134 


Morbidity and Mortality 


The “people in many places began to eat less than sufficient bread, be- 
cause they had no more,” recorded a Fleming under the year 1316.135 
“The people were in such great need that it cannot be expressed. For the 
cries that were heard from the poor would move a stone, as they lay in the 
streets with woe and great complaint, swollen with hunger."!?6 Bread 
and pottage made from types of grain, like oats, barley, and rye, that were 
credited in most towns as less good than wheat could make up some of 
the deficiency, 137 but the harvest of these grains was down significantly in 
the first three years and would suffer further in the 1320s.!38 Bread in 
Flanders came to be made—when it was made at all—from anything pos- 
sible.13? 

The annalist of Bermondsey (London), a much later writer, envelops 
his descriptions on the English side of the northern seas with biblical 
prose; but he was giving expression (properly, he thought) to what he 
read in earlier sources. His emphasis, despite the scriptural language, is 
clear: men and women were scavenging.!* Far more often than in the 
rural sources, the evidence here is, again, of *strange diets"—at least 
among the poor. The wide selection of foodstuffs imported or grown in 
the confines of the medieval town, after all, were differentially available 
in the best of times to the underclass—the destitute in general and dis- 
criminated-against minorities like Slavs in Hanse towns.!^! In the worst 
of times—and these were the worst—strange and otherwise repellent 
diets provided the only hope for many urban dwellers. 

The strange diets of the urban poor, if their effect was like that in mod- 
ern famines, resulted in a fundamental loss of energy. Muscles would 
have become slack; movements, slow and clumsy.1# In this context the 
remark of a chronicler on the city of Bremen, who attributes to the famine 
a great languor or lethargy afflicting many Germans in 1316, loses some 
of its fantastic quality.1#3 In severe cases of famine, body temperature is 
reduced, and anemia is severe. The skin becomes pallid because there is 
“reduced peripheral blood flow.”!** The poet who lamented the evil 
times of Edward II remarked the bizarrely pale complexions of English 
sufferers, men and women who once laughed with strong voices: *And 
thanne gan bleiken / here ble, that arst lower so loude.” 145 
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As we have already had occasion to observe, if the starvation deepens 
in intensity and consequently if the dependence on strange diets is ampli- 
fied, the gut will malfunction and severe diarrhea and dehydration will 
ensue.!46 This pathology captured the interest of John of Trokelowe, the 
early-fourteenth-century monk of Saint-Albans and observer of the Great 
Famine: he noted that uncontrollable diarrhea followed upon the indis- 
criminate consumption of spoiled or “corrupted” food that poor people 
were reduced to eating. He remarked, too, that acute fever in some cases, 
lesions in the throat in others, accompanied the diarrhea attacks. His de- 
scription of the London poor could be a modern clinical report of the 
effects of strange diets.!47 

Victims of famine weakened in this way find the cold especially painful, 
we are told, even though apathy sometimes inhibits their complaining. !*8 
This may explain why the medieval chroniclers of the Great Famine, in- 
terested though they always were in abnormally intense or sustained peri- 
ods of bitter weather, yoke cold and hunger together (“propter gelu et 
famem”), referring repeatedly to the terrible winters endured by the fam- 
ine victims. 14? 

The weakened urban population—the poor—were, like their rural 
counterparts, now susceptible to disease (typhus has been suggested as a 
major culprit) and death, as prices continued to rise.!°° To the chroniclers 
the situation was overwhelming.!5! Thus the year 1315 saw a “great pes- 
tilence” at Cologne, a “great universal pestilence” as seen from Trier, a 
“pestilence [that] ... raged especially” in Germania where, one writer 
tells us, “a third of the people were brought low, and within one day the 
infected began to fade.” 152 The rapidity of enfeeblement once infection 
took hold, perfectly predictable from what is known of modern famines, 
is commented on by English and Flemish chroniclers as well.153 

Much of the evidence presented thus far pertains to Flanders. Certainly 
there were similar developments elsewhere. Already, some English and 
imperial chroniclers have been cited whose observations for London, Bre- 
men, Stralsund, and Rhenish and central German towns support this in- 
terpretation. One could add to this list the imperial “capital,” Aachen, 
where documentary records from the autumn harvest of 1322 attribute 
the city’s misery to “the tempests, hailstorms, and epidemics.” 154 One can 
also add the great capital of Paris, which had experienced no “particu- 
larly violent famine” in the thirteenth century.!$$ And the reason, in part, 
was that the city was always of primary concern to the crown: whatever 
the cost, whatever the sacrifice, “il faut que Paris mange.” 156 Yet among 
the poor the record of Parisian success in protecting against the impact of 
famine began to erode after 1315. Then spent men and women began to 
clutter the streets of the city with their emaciated bodies as the urban 
crisis worsened.!°7 
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It is in the chronicles of the southern Low Countries, the most urban- 
ized part of northern Europe, that the refrains are particularly insistent, 
however. The “general pestilence,” the “bitter plague,” the “death-deal- 
ing plague” is said to have “raised its hackles.” 158 The men who recorded 
the history of the devastated Low Countries (in this case, Flanders and 
Brabant) accounted this “the greatest mortality, unheard-of in the last 
hundred years,” “unseen hitherto,” “unseen and unheard-of among the 
living.” 15? Locutions of this sort, of course, like similar assertions about 
men and women dying in the streets, have a certain conventional ring to 
them and can be found in descriptions of many periods of dearth whether 
or not they were severe or recently preceded by similar calamities.160 Yet 
the truth is that there had not been deaths from disease or general insta- 
bility on this scale in living memory.!6! 

Words for mortality (mortalitas, sterfde, and the like) constantly recur 
in the récits of the Flemish and other great towns. That which was unseen 
and unheard-of for sucha length of time was difficult to describe. Always 
very emphatic declarations mark the reports of “the great mortality.” 162 
Sometimes slightly odd turns of phrase mark them as well. “There was no 
lack of death”; there was “most atrocious, savage death” and “tearful 
death.” These miserable years engendered “inexpressible death.” 163 Peo- 
ple suffered to hear the lamentable cries of poor men dying: “A mannes 
herte mihte blede for to here the crie / Off pore men that gradden, ‘Allas 
for hungger I die / up rihte!’”!64 

Not all the deaths were of the urban poor. Many of the dead were rural 
beggars who massed near cities and towns for alms. A particularly strik- 
ing report from the Low Countries quoted earlier tells how in the coun- 
tryside people were “grazing like cattle”;!6 then they seem to have 
formed huge groups (*beggars without number") who *died in the fields, 
in groves and woods, and their bodies, without the benefit of Catholic 
rites, were taken to uncultivated fields for burial."!66 Large common 
graves seem to have been, as probably in this case, the simplest, most 
efficient way to dispose of corpses when a deadly disease had run through 
a dense, already weakened population like large concentrated groups of 
transient beggars.!67 These beggars, scavenging among the dung heaps 
that lay outside town walls, were particularly susceptible to parasitic dis- 
eases: several cities, we are told, from Trier to Tournai, hired laborers to 
gather up the corpses from the refuse heaps and public highways for mass 
burial. Good wages had to be paid these haulers and gravediggers.168 

Perhaps the contagious diseases among the transients penetrated the 
densely settled towns through the immigrant neighborhoods that almost 
certainly provided havens for some of the rural beggars who sought help 
from kin there. The pattern was familiar. A report of the famine at Edessa 
around the year 500 makes many of the same points: emigration from 
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villages, an urban population forced into strange diets, epidemics taking 
the rich, and on and on.!6? And from parish registers of a period later 
than ours, one can systematically watch pestilences in famines follow the 
same course, taking beggar after beggar—day by day, week by week— 
their names usually unknown, their bodies described for posterity merely 
as young or old, male or female.170 The spread of the diseases was impos- 
sible to contain. 

Yet however the epidemics began, they were common in towns in our 
period. *In all the towns of Brabant" the year 1316 was like a dying 
zone.!7! In Tournai in 1316 (“the year of the mortality"), “men and 
women from among the powerful, the middling, and the lowly, old and 
young, rich and poor, perished daily in such great numbers that the air 
was fetid with the stench.”172 Liege may have been suffering compara- 
bly.173 One seventeenth-century compiler summed up his reading of the 
chroniclers of the famine in Ghent (*memorent historici") by concluding 
that pestilence and hunger claimed a third of the population.!”4 Five of 
the twelve aldermen of Douai also succumbed, it has been suggested, to 
epidemic disease during the famine.!7° Other texts, again from heavily 
urbanized Flanders, address this mortalitas across social groups (rare in 
the countryside); and on such occasions they talk about common burial 
of people of all classes, *the powerful, noble, rich, those of modest 
means" who suffered the *marks of [famine's] cruelty."!76 This, too, was 
an extremely rare phenomenon in normal times: cemetery interments in 
medieval England, France, Norway—everywhere—were usually segre- 
gated by class.!77 But in a world beset by epidemics and where, as one 
report puts it, parish priests were so enervated from administering ex- 
treme unction that they no longer knew which way to turn, traditions of 
segregating the dead were temporarily suspended.178 

A wagon from the hospital in Louvain “loaded with six or eight 
corpses twice or thrice a day continuously carried pitiable little bodies to 
the new cemetery outside the town.” 17? Where possible, as at Saint Kath- 
erine's cemetery, Hamburg, the burial sites were extended in scope to 
meet the fantastic mortality.!8° But in many cases the existing cemeteries, 
hemmed in by urban development, filled up quickly.!8! Distinguished his- 
torians of Brussels, writing in the nineteenth century, were convinced by 
their research that at least two new cemeteries, set at a distance from the 
old town, were created for the common burial of large numbers of dead 
during the famine.!82 Recent scholarship accepts their conclusion.183 
Great common graves also had to be employed at Erfurt for the *innu- 
merable cadavers.” 184 Far to the east, at Bratislava (Wratizlavia), such “a 
great multitude" of inhabitants died that the “citizens had them buried 
outside the city," that is to say, outside the regular cemeteries. In remem- 
brance of their deaths the citizens later raised a church on the site of the 
mass burial “to the honor of the Body of Christ." 185 
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Impressed though they were by the magnitude of the calamity in the 
cities and towns, the chroniclers seem to have had little interest in precise 
computation. The death of any one of God’s children might evoke their 
monkish lamentation. The death of many, not precisely this many or that 
many, deepened it, but the economy of salvation was not based on mod- 
ern arithmetic and actuarial tables. It was enough that God signaled His 
anger with a punitive tour de force. There were many deaths from disease 
at Bremen in 1316 and 1317 and an “infinite number perished” in 
Lübeck,!36 because God could have caused an infinite number to perish; 
and in truth so many had died that the tribulation could only have been 
wrought by the hand of God acting beyond the understanding of men. In 
Metz, whose population never exceeded 20,000 or so in the Middle Ages, 
it was said that during just six months of 1316, 500,000 went to sleep 
with their ancestors.!8” The chroniclers were not showing their contempt 
for accuracy or their inability to count. They wanted to emphasize the 
immensity of their punishment and, by extension, the enormity of the sins 
that had brought the punishment on them. 

The deaths were not always brought to a quick end by a “timely” 
arrival of foodstuffs. As we shall see in the next chapter, imports of foods 
did have a significant impact on the social stability and health of many 
towns;!88 but the immediate consequence of access to food by people 
already brought low by starvation was not always positive. It depended 
on how weak the population had become and what the food was. Broths 
and mush made from imported fish or beans could have a deleterious 
effect on people suffering advanced stages of hunger edema, who could 
not sustain (we now know) the ingestion of protein-rich foods.!8? One of 
our medieval commentators whose words were incorporated into a later 
compilation noted that just such people, after apparent recovery, died of 
strangulation or choking.!?? Probably, however, a far smaller propor- 
tion of the weakened population died in this famine or any medieval 
famine from such causes than in many twentieth-century famines, since 
ordinarily the timely import in the Middle Ages was grain rather than 
various protein-rich foods like those used to *rescue" famine victims in 
the 1950s and 1960s.1?! Gruel made from grain would not have caused 
this reaction. 


Thus far we have depended mainly on the chroniclers and their some- 
times lurid descriptions. What are the scholarly estimates of mortality, 
and on what evidence, in the absence of regularized reporting of deaths, 
are they based? Let us focus on Flanders. We have already seen that Flan- 
ders was suffering a recession in the beginning of the fourteenth century 
and a radical realignment of industrial production.1?? War was making it 
difficult for the region to come out of the recession, but David Nicholas 
sees a precipitate decline in town populations as another major factor in 
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its inability to rebound.!?? The precise magnitude of this decline, how- 
ever, remains elusive. 

The received estimate is that Flanders as a whole suffered something 
like a 10 percent population drop in 1316 alone.!?* One might contest 
this figure since it is based on what we know of the population decline in 
Ypres. The size of Ypres in 1300 has been estimated, as we saw before, at 
somewhat below 30,000, even significantly less.1?? The summer of 1316 
witnessed the deaths of approximately 3,000, hence the 10 percent esti- 
mate of mortality in the town. The Ypres figure, as far as absolute num- 
bers go, is trustworthy, since it is based on aldermen's records of weekly 
burials from May through October 1316.!?6 It is difficult—at least for 
me—to imagine what it was like to witness such levels of mortality over 
such a length of time: a town of 30,000 (the size of a large state university 
in the United States) recording deaths in one week of 54 inhabitants 
would be nothing short of incredible. Yet the account that informs us of 
these 54 deaths in Ypres tells us that the next week there were 173, then 
146 more the week after that, then 101, 107, 157, 149, 155, 167, 158, 
172, 190, 191, 130, 140, 148, 138, 124, 115, until finally the mortality 
abated, with the number of deaths in the last three weeks of the period 
covered being *only" 37, 27, and 15.1?7 

Can we extrapolate from the Ypres figures? On the one hand, what 
they do not tell us explicitly is whether the burials included transients. If 
it were extramural beggars who were hit hard by disease and swelled the 
burial lists, it would be improper to think of the town itself as suffering 
demographic decimation—particularly across class lines.1?8 On the other 
hand, the accounts that record the burials speak about the dead being 
picked up along the streets of the town (*aval les rues"), suggesting if not 
absolutely proving that the dead were residents.1?? 

À more serious problem in extrapolating from the Ypres figure is re- 
lated to the fact that the Bruges city fathers authorized a similar report- 
ing. Bruges was larger than Ypres by several thousand souls; yet it suf- 
fered far fewer recorded deaths: 1,938, in a comparable period from the 
first week of May 1316 to 1 October 1316. As with the case of Ypres the 
weekly breakdown is known. Jan Bilherse *and his company" (*ende 
sinen gheselscepe") roamed the districts of Bruges picking up an aver- 
age of 92 bodies per week, from a low of approximately 11 to a high of 
165. The first weeks were by far the worst. More than 100 people suc- 
cumbed every seven days from the beginning of the reporting (7 May) 
through the eleventh week of reporting (23 July). Thereafter the weekly 
mortality dropped off steadily: 95, 85, 59, 54, 30, 28, 19, 11, 11 (the last 
two averaged from the figure recorded for two weeks), and, finally, 
16.200 

Every *disposal" earned Bilherse and company sixteen pence. Along 
with a modest outlay (twenty shillings) to Boudine Berbise for making 
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two temporary sheltering screens for the bodies, the Bruges city council 
allocated over 130 pounds for the gloomy business.201 In the end the total 
number of dead (or, rather, collected) was about 5 percent, or a little 
more, of the population of Bruges.202 

An estimate of Tournai’s mortality can also be made on the basis of the 
yearly number of testaments inscribed in the town in the fourteenth cen- 
tury. A total of 4,952 were inventoried by Hocquet for the years 1301 to 
1400.203 The run may not be complete, but it is so large and diverse that 
it is not likely to mislead us.?0* The making of a testament was closely tied 
to expectation and fear of death and the occurrence of death in one’s own 
family, and these were exacerbated in times of pestilence. In the years 
before the Black Death in Tournai (1301-1347) the yearly average of 
testaments was 36 (the median, 31). The year 1316, the year of pestilence, 
was unique, however, in this period in having the highest number of re- 
corded testaments, 126—250 percent above the mean. Put another way, 
with the number of testaments used as a surrogate for rate of death, three 
and one-half times as many people died in 1316 as would normally have 
been expected to die in that year. Even if we average this out over the 
entire century (1301-1400) and take into account the surge of deaths 
associated with the Black Death and the repeated visits of the great plague 
in the second half of the century, the year 1316 was 212 percent above the 
mean in the number of testaments (and, arguably, mortality). 

Moreover, one can, I think, go further and make a plausible case that 
as a proportion of the population of Tournai, about 10 percent died in 
1316. This conclusion is based on the belief that approximately 30 per- 
cent of the population of Tournai perished in 1349 with the Black 
Death.2% This figure is mirrored in a huge leap in testaments, to 570, as 
more and more people’s families experienced death and expectations of 
dying surged. (The average year for the century would have counted only 
50.) This means, again extrapolating from the number of testaments to 
the rate of mortality, a death rate eleven and one-half times the average. 
(The challengeable assumption I am invoking again is that more people 
were choosing to make testaments because more of their friends and 
members of their families were dying.) Since 1316 had a three-and-a-half- 
times surge of testaments (about one-third or so of that for 1349), one 
could even argue that the death rate was approximately one-third of that 
for the Black Death, or a little less than 10 percent. Although this is no 
more than a very crude method, yielding only a tentative estimate, the 10 
percent rate falls in the range of the more reliable figures from Bruges (5 
percent) and Ypres (10 percent). One thing is certain: the estimate lends 
credence to the chronicler’s report already cited that in Tournai in 1316 
“men and women from among the powerful, the middling, and the lowly, 
old and young, rich and poor, perished daily in such great numbers that 
the air was fetid with the stench.” 
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The question remains, however, as to why one should extrapolate 
from Ypres’s mortality (or Tournai’s, if its figure is accurate) to that for 
Flanders as a whole, and not from that of Bruges (5 percent)? And it also 
seems reasonable to ask, Why extrapolate at all from the urban situation 
to the rural, even though we can feel reasonably certain that there were 
significantly elevated levels of mortality in the countryside?206 Perhaps 
the safest conclusion is the following. The major towns of Flanders and 
its heavily urbanized borderlands probably suffered population losses in 
1316 in the range of 5-10 percent. (The differences themselves need to be 
explained; we will return to this question later." Although only for 
Bruges and Ypres can we be confidently precise, we have seen that chron- 
icle evidence and scattered data from other sources for Tournai, Antwerp, 
Ghent, Louvain, Liége, Douai, Bremen, Trier, Metz, and Cologne point 
in the same direction. And towns of modest size farther afield—Ham- 
burg, for example, and Aachen, Speyer, Erfurt, and possibly Düssel- 
dorf—appear to have endured similar demographic crises.208 Maybe a 
few towns did escape epidemics,2? but the evidence is still general 
enough to suggest an urban collapse of 5-10 percent in 1316, the worst 
year of the famine in terms of harvest shortfalls. Even without compara- 
ble losses in the countryside, urban losses of this magnitude for a region 
as heavily urbanized as the southern Low Countries constituted a demo- 
graphic catastrophe. 


The “proof” offered in the chronicle sources that social life and its under- 
girding morality were in jeopardy from the pain and suffering engendered 
by the urban crisis is the arresting allegation of cannibalism: Livonia, 
1315; England, 1316; Poland, 1317; Silesia, 1317.210 We have seen that 
there were a few of these allegations in rural areas, particularly those 
affected by the cataclysm of war, such as Ireland.2!! However, most of the 
accusations come from towns. “Many indeed consumed the flesh of gal- 
lows corpses,” says one report about the Oderraum, where bands of 
criminal beggars were probably threatening the new towns.212 One ac- 
count tells us that in jails half-starved miscreants feasted on the flesh of 
other unfortunates. The chronicler who reports these events confessed 
that he found the narration of them an unhappy task.?!? Exponents of 
rationalistic explanations would say that such accounts originated from 
the sight of men, desperate for food, fighting among themselves for the 
small portions given them by jailkeepers. It was no hard thing after 
watching a spectacle like this to imagine the worst. 

Urban observers regularly couple murder with cannibalism. *It is said 
[the reference is to Baltic towns] that certain people ... because of the 
excessive hunger devoured their very own children.”2!4 “Mothers fed 
upon their sons” in this region.?!5 “In many places [in the towns of the 
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Oderraum] parents after slaying their children, and children their parents, 
devoured” their remains.?!6 Writing long after, the Bermondsey annal- 
ist—who, as we shall see, recorded pauperes in England eating pets and 
pigeon droppings—shared the information that the destitute ate their chil- 
dren t0o.217 Such chilling descriptions were to be repeated endlessly.218 

What possible reliability can be assigned to these reports? In 1930 
Henry Lucas made no apology for accepting them at face value.2!? Most 
recent historians have tended to regard their inclusion, bad as the situa- 
tion might otherwise have been in densely populated towns, as a literary 
topos. Certainly such allegations were well known in and after other such 
disasters.220 From this point of view, to make a famine real, narratively 
speaking, the chronicler had to include cannibalism in the story. The less 
immediate the source, like the Bermondsey Annals or the German chroni- 
cle of Wigand Gerstenberg (ca. 1500), the more likely there will be an 
invocation of cannibalism, in the form of a cliché adorned in biblical 
prose: the Bermondsey annalist’s reference to pigeon droppings and per- 
haps most chroniclers’ references, contemporary and otherwise, to par- 
ents consuming their children in the Great Famine are direct, if perhaps 
unconscious, borrowings from Scripture.221 Wigand Gerstenberg’s paral- 
lelism between man eating man and dog eating dog is proverbial.222 

A variation on this view, yet one that refuses to regard the cannibalism 
cliché as solely a topos, is that the invocation of cannibalism is a way of 
signaling to the reader the genuine emotional stress (“stark horror”) of 
famine conditions.223 The classic, frequently invoked, and quite extreme 
testimony to the stress is Pitirim Sorokin's moving reminiscence of the 
Russian famine of the early part of the twentieth century. He described a 
world peopled with victims who could think of nothing besides their hun- 
ger and in whom all mental activity was gradually deformed.224 A 
strangely repellent book by the Italian writer Piero Camporesi, which ap- 
peared in English in 1989, perpetuates this view and is even less restrained: 
Camporesi dwells almost erotically on the loathsome details of *irra- 
tional" behavior, including self-devouring, imputed to famine victims.22^ 

From the beginning there have been criticisms of this despairing por- 
trait. Even David Arnold, who otherwise defends the *cannibalism-as-a- 
metaphor-for-stress" view, has deprecated Sorokin's interpretation of the 
irrationalizing, dehumanizing effects of famine. Observers/helpers (the 
makers of the famine narrative), he argues, may be constructing a view in 
which the residual and reasonable anger of victims at their plight is mis- 
leadingly read by the helpers themselves as irrational hatred of them.226 
Alternatively, the victims can deliberately provoke observers: by present- 
ing themselves as deranged to the point of willingness to slaughter their 
own offspring, they may hope to intimidate the observers into giving up 
their own rations.227 
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Besides these opinions—that murder and cannibalism actually took 
place on a wide scale, that its invocation in the narrative is a topos, or that 
it is a metaphor of emotional stress—another view, one that was sug- 
gested above as well as in chapter 6, is that the reports are not unreason- 
able interpretations of observed behaviors. The tiny lanterns that flick- 
ered over urban churchyards, as at Marburg in 1320, from little niches on 
the exteriors of the buildings to ward off evil spirits were probably not an 
effective deterrent against poor men seeking a profit in linen cloth and 
silver pins in graves.228 The pots of incense-sprinkled charcoal placed in 
open graves and burned also to ward off evil, to bring the blessings of 
heaven, and, since the pots and charcoal were subsequently covered by 
earth, to mark the places as sanctuaries to unsuspecting future excavators 
probably worked no better. After all, the pots, found usually in aristo- 
cratic or ecclesiastical graves, had some resale value.22? As in rural war- 
torn Ireland,23° the disordered grounds on the morrow could easily spur 
rumors of graveyard feasts. Another example: Arnold acknowledges the 
existence of family strife of only borderline rationality in modern fam- 
ines.231 The chronicle record for our famine also registers a profound 
weakening of filial piety,232 a callousness that could have predisposed 
observers to think the worst—murder, even cannibalism—among parents 
and children when a family member suddenly died or left home unob- 
served (disappeared) to go begging or find work. The world of famine 
was a world of ignorance and shadows. 


8 


COPING IN TOWNS 


HE AIM of this chapter is to explore the ways by which towns- 
men confronted the dearth and high prices and the sickness and 
death that accompanied them in the years 1315-1322. We need 
to remind ourselves that even though as a class the wealthy suffered 
higher-than-average mortality from epidemic disease in these years (a 
consequence of disease’s spreading easily in densely populated urban 
spaces), the survivors continued to eat well and many among them pros- 
pered economically. Ecclesiastical institutions and burghers in Augsburg, 
Lüneburg, and Lübeck who controlled a large part of the local produc- 
tion and regional marketing of salt, townsmen in eastern Baltic towns of 
German settlement who controlled distribution, and various urban mon- 
asteries with saltern hinterlands, for example, could not help but do 
well.! The same was true of merchants in towns like Bonn, where the 
wine trade was the chief commercial enterprise;? the high prices in the 
first three years of the famine more than offset the decline in production.? 
Even the wars could be beneficial to town governments and well-situated 
monasteries and burghers. Not only could supply of troops be lucrative 
(at least where prices were not controlled),* princes themselves tried to 
buy municipal support. The civil war in the empire saw the town of Ha- 
guenau blessed with privileges bestowed by Frederick of Austria who 
sought to win its support; it received a similar blessing from Louis of 
Bavaria in his attempt to prevent it from entering Frederick’s camp.? 
Strasbourg was in a virtual bidding war in 1315: Louis of Bavaria made 
an offer, Frederick a counteroffer; Louis of Bavaria, a little more, which 
Frederick matched; and so on.® 
Of course, the successes of the great merchants and urban ecclesiastical 
institutions were not consistent. If a few tapped into the volatile annuity 
markets and made a killing, as evidence from Lübeck suggests,” more 
only muddled through and others descended toward bankruptcy (as the 
chroniclers assure us) in the manner of some of the hardest-hit rural ab- 
beys.? It was always dangerous to pander to or accept special grants from 
rival princes at war. The line between clever politicking and outright trea- 
son was thin. Selling goods or making any friendly gestures to towns that 
did incur the wrath of princes was equally dangerous; on 1 September 
1315 King Louis X of France conveyed this dictum to the abbot of Saint- 
Bertin of Saint-Omer, who was probably having some “conversations” 
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with burghers of Bruges, Ghent, and Ypres in the midst of the Franco- 
Flemish war.? The warning to Saint-Bertin had repercussions. Abandon- 
ing its conversations, it began, even though royal fiscal demands were 
softened, to sink under debts and usury and was ultimately put into re- 
ceivership for five years under the crown’s tutelage in January 1319.10 

The same variety of experience that the great endured touched urban 
merchants of middling status, smallish ecclesiastical establishments, arti- 
sans, and laborers. Everything depended on factors such as access to the 
rural economy. Did a burgher own property in the countryside? Did an 
urban priory collect rents in kind? Did unemployed laborers have families 
in nearby villages to whom they might appeal for help? Were some 
townsmen and women engaged in the kind of production that enabled 
them to continue to market sufficient quantities of goods, despite produc- 
tion downturns, so as to profit comfortably from the high prices? 


Fending Off the Crisis 


The evidence is varied about the ways that urban dwellers reacted to the 
economic instability. By and large, they resorted to methods and devices 
that had served them well in earlier times. In the Flemish and Hanse 
towns municipal authorities, seeing revenues undermined (Cambrésien 
hommes d’affaires, for instance, could not even pay the rent for stalls 
leased at the fairs of Champagne),!! tried to stimulate investment by of- 
fering life annuities at good rates of return. These offerings were decided 
upon after thoughtful reflection about their usefulness to corporate well- 
being, as the town council of Dortmund put it in October 1316,!2 and 
were so attractive that they sometimes seduced burghers from other 
towns into investing. Huon Lelarge of Reims is a case in point. He 
seems to have been drawn to make investments in the municipal *bond 
fund" of Cambrai around 1315. Unfortunately for him, the rates of re- 
turn that were promised on the life rents, despite the thoughtful reflection, 
could not be satisfied, and Cambrai fell into serious arrears (“vies 
arrérages” ).14 

Churches and hospitals were also traditional purchasers of annuities; 
that is to say, they invested relatively large sums of money in municipal 
bonds in order to receive annual fixed returns. Severe crises, however, 
that put inordinate demands on the expenditures of churches and hospi- 
tals exaggerated and transformed the pattern of their financial activity. 
Ecclesiastics in such circumstances either sold the annuities at discounts 
for lump sums or induced rich patrons among the burghers to give lump 
sums to their institutions in return for fixed annual returns. These lump 
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sums, raised by whichever means, could then be used to help the institu- 
tion weather the economic downturn.!? 

The Great Famine turns out to have been the most acute crisis in this 
respect. The lump sum investments presumably were immediately redis- 
tributed as charity or could be used to purchase grain and other commod- 
ities from a greater distance (when war did not make this impossible) for 
the needs of the clergy and for that portion of the urban poor whom they 
succored.!° To give one example, a burgher of Stralsund made a sizable 
donation to Kloster Neuenkamp on 21 September 1316 in return for a life 
rent and, after his death, prayers for his soul. He also stipulated that spe- 
cific sums be allotted at All Saints’ Day to clothe the poor.!7 One example 
hardly proves the case, of course. Thanks to Klaus Richter’s examination 
of Hamburg business ledgers, much more can be said with confidence. His 
analysis shows that the years of the Great Famine were a fundamental 
secular turning point (of “epochal significance,” in his words) in the an- 
nuity market and the price curve of rents that was closely connected with 
it, with these rents, after an ephemeral recovery, becoming depressed and 
manifesting a persistent downward spiral soon after the famine. 18 

In the Hanse towns studied by Richter and others many holders of 
annuities—even those who were in a position to buy up discounted bonds 
early in the crisis—steadily sold off their bonds as the situation remained 
unstable. It was the purchasers of these bonds, as we have already noticed 
with regard to the Lübeck evidence, who would emerge fabulously 
wealthy from the crisis.l? The presumption among historians of the 
urban annuity and real estate markets, however, is that the sellers are 
more typical, in that they “may have been trying to weather the storm by 
liquidating assets instead of going into debt.” Moreover, those institu- 
tions and individuals who were obliged to pay annuities were, if their 
financial interests were not otherwise diversified, often unable to keep up 
with their disbursements except by further debt-financing. Stralsund re- 
peatedly went this route, usually offering a 10 percent annual return on 
investment to be paid from rents or tolls or the like, and there are exam- 
ples of other towns following suit.2° Sometimes the towns pledged prop- 
erty, especially houses, as a guarantee of payment rather than, or in addi- 
tion to, assigning income from rents. When they defaulted on payments 
in the Great Famine, a “conspicuous” result was their surrender of these 
houses.?! 

On the other side, although there was a regular business reflecting 
town councils’ willingness to accept buyouts or lump sums for annual 
rents owed to them,22 many communities wrote limited options for repur- 
chase of the rents and tolls into the contracts (to be exercised in two, five, 
or six years).2? They (and private persons) also did so when they sold 
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other forms of property, like fields or gardens, rather than fiscal rights. A 
typical example is that of Dortmund's sale of a holding in November 
1316 with a right of repurchase within four years.?^ Of course, since the 
municipalities had to pay back the full investment in order to repurchase, 
this in no way soured what was a very attractive deal to rich individual 
burghers. Not every purchaser profited. Some must have wished that mu- 
nicipalities and private persons would redeem properties that turned out 
to be less than lucrative.?? Nonetheless, one can identify a number of 
crafty investors, like slick Konrad Witte, a burgher of Colberg, who ser- 
viced Stralsund and Greifswald and feasted in this market.26 

The famine conditions and the high prices in general kept aggravating 
the housing market, driving municipalities and individual householders 
to dump more and more of their property on willing purchasers (or mort- 
gagers) for the short-term gains in cash flow. This seems to have been the 
case in the Rhenish town of Andernach where so much property got into 
the hands of ecclesiastical institutions that a strict prohibition (6 Decem- 
ber 1320) was put on conveyancing to the dead hand of the church.27 
This prohibition could just as well have been applied to rich and prop- 
erty-accumulating burghers. Widows with young children were particu- 
larly liable, according to Manfred Huiskes, to dispose of their homes for 
needed cash to these types in the “years of hunger especially 1316/17.”28 

One must wonder whether the extraordinary volatility of the annuity 
and housing markets in many Hanse towns and elsewhere during the 
famine and for many years thereafter occurred everywhere or even with 
equal intensity among the settlements where it did occur.?? One must also 
wonder whether it had anything to do with the emergence of a much 
tighter and more closely regulated system of credit in the late fourteenth 
century that set urban Germany off from rural Europe. Of course, the 
famine could not have been uniquely responsible. Severe volatility was to 
recur in the era of the Black Death. The effect of the two shocks (famine 
and plague) probably explains the regulations.?? 

What churches and hospitals in the Hanse towns tried to achieve 
through manipulation of the annuity markets, charitable institutions 
there and in other urban milieus accomplished or tried to accomplish by 
different means. Few were as lucky as the Hermits of Saint-Augustine, 
whose houses were recipients in 1319 of the property of the Sack Friars, 
an order forbidden to admit new members after 1274 and almost extinct 
by the time of the famine?! Although the scale of the property transfer 
was nothing like that from the Templars to the Hospitallers detailed in an 
earlier chapter,?? the benefits were undoubtedly palpable. 

In the absence of such serendipities, the search for capital and support 
went on unremittingly. The hospital of Saint-Julien of Liége, for example, 


COPING IN TOWNS 155 


which was established not long before 13113? and which appears to have 
been overwhelmed by the number of poor, hungry, and sick it cared for 
in the Great Famine, turned to a campaign for increased donations. To 
some extent it was successful, at least judging from the securing of an 
indulgence granted by the pope at Avignon for everyone who visited the 
hospital and gave alms.34 (Appeals to the pope from urban ecclesiastical 
institutions were common.)?? The hospital of the Holy Spirit in Hamburg 
may also be seen intensifying efforts to stimulate endowments from those 
who could afford to give them “in order that they might comfort the 
poor. "36 

The Dominicans of Würzburg tried a quite different tactic to raise 
money. Undoubtedly of the opinion that they would soon see the end of 
the difficult conditions in the Würzburg region (attested by chroniclers 
and some charters dealing with transactions of cereals),3” the friars de- 
cided in 1316 to place their precious glossed Bible into the hands of the 
vicar of Neumünster. The Bible was obligata to the vicar, which the editor 
of the registers of the Cistercian cloister of Bildhausen regards as simply 
a case of pawning the Bible.>® In order to redeem the book, the friars had 
to repay the loan (whether with interest is doubtful). But, unhappily, the 
situation further deteriorated, and, either to persuade the vicar to extend 
them more money or simply to cancel their debt, they permitted him to 
sell the book. The Cistercians of Kloster Bildhausen managed to put to- 
gether the cash to purchase it in 1317. The purchase price was 140 
pounds Pbeller.?? The price—expressed in the language of a familiar cur- 
rency and money of account in this region of the empire—was high (an 
indication of the Bible’s quality): 5 pounds heller typically paid for an 
anniversary mass together with alms for the poor in memory of the de- 
ceased benefactor of a religious house; 50 pounds heller, let alone 140 
pounds, constituted a major sum.*? 

There is no question that famine aggravated the need for credit in the 
towns, as this example suggests. Possibly motivated by the suffering he 
saw, Master Ralph Germeyn, the precentor of Exeter Cathedral, also 
“founded in 1316” a special chest, “for the purpose of making loans to 
poor scholars of [Exeter College, Oxford] . . . or for the college's corpo- 
rate needs."^! Ordinary transactions, however—like those between bor- 
rowers and traditional moneylenders or pawnbrokers—almost necessar- 
ily led to the deterioration of the already unstable social position of the 
moneylender, who seemed to be feeding off the misery engendered by the 
famine. We have already explored this phenomenon in a rural context. It 
has been observed and chronicled time and again in periods of great want 
in urban contexts as well.42 Moreover, as has also been pointed out, the 
credit market in distress loans in many towns at this time was serviced by 
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Jews,*3 a factor that compounded social tensions between them and ordi- 
nary Christians.** Even nobles and municipalities, like Dortmund, fell 
into heavy debt to Jews in this period.* 

We must recall, too, that throughout the famine years, preaching con- 
tinued about the necessity of repentance. Charging usury was a mortal 
sin, and the most radical interpreters of usury called any moneylending at 
interest usury. Moreover, in the radical critiques of usury, it was also a sin 
to pay usury, because it encouraged the lender to continue in a sinful state 
that jeopardized his immortal soul. William of Rubio, a Spanish Domini- 
can who was a student in Paris during the famine, must have seen or 
heard about countless incidents in which mothers and fathers were cau- 
tioned about going to moneylenders. He was not moved by their plight— 
or perhaps it is fairer to say that in the salvific economy to which he 
subscribed there was a clear hierarchy of soul and body. It was better to 
let the body die than to endanger the immortal soul. It could not have 
been easy for William to hold to these ideals in the misery with which he 
was surrounded in Paris, but they survived, and he wrote up his “bleak” 
views a few years later.*ó 


Caritas: Appealing to God and Succoring the Needy 


As the discussion of William of Rubio shows, coping with this crisis did 
not merely involve fiscal measures like discounting bonds, varying annu- 
ity portfolios, initiating capital campaigns, and heavy borrowing. There 
was a profound moral framework within which all actions were weighed. 
Moreover, on a more general level, since God was punishing a wayward 
people with the famine and testing them with moral dilemmas, it fol- 
lowed, to repeat a point made in an earlier chapter, that He was demand- 
ing a change of heart—true contrition and courage—as a price for the 
return of His blessing. What better proof of a change of heart could 
Christians offer than the putting aside of vanities (^dancing, games, 
songs, all revels”) and the doing of other acts of penance? or the granting 
of charity? The plaintive appeal for relief by these gestures to God and the 
saints became a commonplace in the cities.*3 In Bynum's words, it is not 
*surprising that virtuoso fasts grew more common as famine and mal- 
nourishment began, from the later thirteenth century, to be noticeable 
aspects of European life.”4? 

There were other gestures that pleased God and might induce Him to 
lift the scourge of famine. As in the countryside, so in the towns, one 
response to the ordeal was expiatory processions. “In this hour of need,” 
wrote Henry Lucas, *the guilds and religious bodies in Paris often went 
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forth barefooted, led by the clergy.” An informative passage from the 
report of a contemporary French chronicler, an eyewitness, is arresting. 
He 


saw a large number [of people] of both sexes, not only from nearby places 
but from places as much as five leagues away [from Paris], barefooted, and 
many, excepting the women, even in a completely nude condition, with their 
priests, coming together in procession at the church of the holy martyr, and 
they devoutly carried bodies of the saints and other relics to be adored.^? 


What was true of Paris was true of London as well, where the prelacy 
instructed monks and priests in the city to process barefoot every Friday 
from their churches to the Church of the Holy Trinity. The importance of 
the processions was also underscored by the requirement imposed on 
these English supplicants to carry with them consecrated Hosts and relics 
of the saints who were being venerated in their churches.>! Elsewhere, as 
at Magdeburg, the archbishop made a special appeal for the veneration of 
the patron, Saint Maurice, in these trying times.?2 

The appeal to God’s mercy was strengthened by acts of charity. In 
1315 the Teutonic Order opened its grain stores “in its burgs” to the 
needy.?? Similarly, there was a remarkable upsurge of philanthropy in the 
Low Countries. A contemporary spate of foundations of so-called Tables 
of the Holy Ghost in various Netherlandish towns undoubtedly relates to 
the famine’s accentuation of the impoverishment of the underclass. The 
Tables of the Holy Ghost were lay parochial repositories of common 
funds (frequently in kind, and therefore constituting a sort of storehouse 
system) available to the poorest members of urban communities in dis- 
tress.?^ Finally, dramatic gestures among wealthy individuals may have 
achieved spectacular results and helped keep the lid on violent discontent 
against the upper classes. Robert de Lincoln directed that one penny go to 
“each of 2,000 poor people” in London in 1318; Michael Coelian, a very 
rich man (praedives), gave up all he had to the Carthusians and, with the 
aid of a canon of Bruges, founded a Carthusian house in Ghent in 1320.55 
Much of Michael's wealth, given Carthusian rigor, would have been re- 
distributed as charity among the desperately poor of Ghent. 

A year before, a wealthy Würzburger patrician, Johann von Steren, 
had established a city hospital presumably for the famine victims in his 
town. As with so many of his counterparts in the Low Countries the ded- 
ication was to the Holy Ghost.’ Indeed, there was a spate of hospital and 
hospice foundations in the years of the Great Famine that gives one 
pause. Perhaps not all of the foundations were direct responses to the 
famine, but the founders’ timing could hardly have been indifferent to the 
suffering they saw about them. Some of the possible rural foundations 
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and similar efforts at almsgiving were mentioned in earlier chapters.?7 
Among urban foundations besides the one at Würzburg can be counted 
that of Guillaume Douloret, a Flemish seigneur, who made provision on 
19 September 1316 for a hospice (admittedly to be established only at his 
death). Although the location, Hollain, where he had the property, was 
rural, the hospice was probably intended to serve Tournai, which was 
only a few kilometers south; and it was from his house at Tournai, where 
famine was causing horrendous levels of mortality, that he made his sol- 
emn promise.°® Around January 1316 the lord and lady of Houdeng 
founded a hospital in their seigneurie that served the town of Mons; in 
June of the next year it merged with another local hospital.?? Also to be 
numbered among these foundations are the hospice of the Trinity that 
opened its doors in Brussels in 1316 thanks to the gift of a pious bour- 
geoise, Heilwige Blommaert, known also as Bloemardinne,® and the hos- 
pital of Saint-Julien established at Lille, 31 October 1321, by Phane 
Denis, the widow of a bourgeois, Jean le Toillet.9! 

With a few exceptions the giving of charity was more characteristic of 
the early phase of the urban crisis than of its later period. As the cost-of- 
living squeeze began to affect many of the well-to-do, both lay and eccle- 
siastical, there was a retreat from private almsgiving, and it became in- 
creasingly common for municipal governments to act in the name of the 
general welfare. The most obvious thing to do was to replace private 
charity directly: a *bourse commune" was established at Douai when the 
situation in 1316 proved to be so difficult.$2 Another obvious undertak- 
ing was the importing of food. This was especially important for the in- 
habitants of Flemish towns whose hinterlands were not as diversified as 
other rural areas; there were, in the words of one historian, insufficient 
“secondary crops to tide them over when the grain harvest failed.” 63 

To institute a policy of grain imports was not all that radical a gesture. 
As Naudé in his study of the Prussian grain trade asserted long ago, 
though with a touch of exaggeration, the only political authorities that 
can be said to have had a conscious, coherent, and sustained grain market 
policy in the Middle Ages were municipal councils.6* Certainly, an array 
of documents supports the view that many municipalities and ecclesiasti- 
cal authorities within towns admitted the need of a public grain policy.9? 
Ordinarily towns in Flanders—Bruges, for instance—turned to Nor- 
mandy, Picardy, or northwestern Germany to make up local shortfalls in 
the harvest in their hinterlands.66 However, the Franco-Flemish war was 
disrupting transport in 1315, and embargoes made the situation worse 
for years to come.97 That Normandy, Picardy, and the German regions 
bordering Flanders were also as severely affected by harvest shortfalls as 
was Flanders itself made unusual approaches to the grain crisis necessary 
in the years 1315-1322. 
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The municipal council of Bruges, according to evidence from April 
1317, looked farther afield. It bought “considerable stocks of grain 
through various merchants,” some of Mediterranean origin: two Genoese, 
a Venetian, and others, perhaps Spaniards.68 Purchases, which in terms of 
cost were *of the same order of magnitude [as the] . . . ordinary expenses 
of the town," came to 19,636 hectoliters (over 55,000 bushels) of wheat, 
or 56 pounds per capita; plus 833 hl. of rye, or 2.4 pounds per capita— 
probably for a three-and-a-half-month period.6? Blum estimated that eigh- 
teenth-century servile peasants, who may have had a more restricted diet 
than did medieval rustics and urban dwellers, consumed between 470 and 
660 pounds of grain per year per head.” The grain imports to Bruges 
would have been the equivalent of about 30 percent, perhaps even as high 
as 45 percent, of what was required in the period covered, if normal con- 
sumption was comparable to that in the eighteenth century. In other 
words, the Bruges fathers made a stupendous contribution to the popula- 
tion's well-being. But where did this grain come from? 

Scholars have suggested more than once that these Italian agents were 
bringing Italian or Mediterranean grain to the Flemish towns."! (The 
same suggestion, we shall see later, has been made about grain imports 
arranged by the crown in England.) This is highly dubious. The sea- 
lanes from Italy, which necessitated navigating the Straits of Gibraltar in 
a westerly direction, were too uncertain for regular traffic in traditional 
carriers.” It is true that five sea voyages were undertaken from the Medi- 
terranean to Antwerp and Bruges in 1317-1319 (a large portion of the 
total of eight known to have been undertaken in these years from the 
southern to the northern sea), but we have no cargo manifests so far as I 
have discovered for the vessels that made the trips.”* With the possible 
exception of a few central or south German towns that might have got 
grain transported through the Italian mainland from Sicily," overland 
carriage from Italy to northern Germany or Flanders for nonluxury 
goods was prohibitively expensive. 

It is much more likely, therefore, that the Italians involved in the 
Bruges grain trade served as agents buying and shipping grain, in craft 
they owned or chartered, from regions closer than the Mediterranean 
ports. There was only one rational option, given the extensiveness and 
severity of the harvest shortfalls in the north: the Biscay ports of southern 
France and Spain, whose trade connections with northwest Europe and 
practice of using Italian factors were old and extensive."76 Much of this 
trade traditionally brought wine out of the Bordelais northward."7 Even 
though shortages of wine were significant in the north in the first two 
years of the famine and there is evidence of municipal concern about im- 
ports that would have come by sea or, in the case of inland towns like 
Strasbourg, by road,’8 grain was much more desperately needed. 
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The acquisition of grain, however, did not come without difficulties. In 
the first place, despite the money to be made, some authorities in southern 
France were wary of permitting unlimited exports, because local harvest 
shortfalls were certainly not unknown. In 1302 the entire south of France 
had been struck by a bad harvest, and 1303 and 1304, although the yields 
were less poor, are accounted bad years as well."? More to the point, local 
authorities put restrictions on exports of grain in those years, partly be- 
cause available stores tended to be shipped to places within the region 
where prices were highest, not necessarily where subsistence needs were 
greatest, and partly because grain merchants with contracts to supply 
northern areas that happened to be in need wanted to fulfil their obliga- 
tions and thus maintain their business connections for the future.8° The 
years 1305 and 1310 saw equally bad harvests in the south and addi- 
tional official action by local authorities to restrict the movement of grain 
out of the region.8l 

Nevertheless, the authorities would only invoke restrictive measures 
during grave hardships, so in general trade remained vigorous. There 
were a few local harvest failures here and there in southern France in 
1312 and 1313 and drought in northern Castile in 1314-1315,82 but 
there was no natural disaster of sufficient magnitude in the south in 
1315-1322 to stimulate authorities to fully restrict the grain trade. There 
was, however, one factor that caused concern: everyone—not just Italian 
agents acting for Bruges, but agents of other Flemish towns, northern 
French towns, and the English crown—was clamoring for grain in south- 
ern France in these years.9? French chroniclers insist that grain and wine 
imports from Gascony saved Paris from succumbing fully to the famine 
conditions.84 But regional needs, even in the best of times, consumed the 
vast proportion of the harvests of the southwest. So local authorities had 
to be careful that purchases did not deplete stores below the anticipated 
needs of the local population. 

Farmers in southern France undoubtedly benefited; rich merchant mid- 
dlemen even more: this would have been a typical scenario.95 It is docu- 
mentable in the northeast as well. Grain exports to the Baltic towns, for 
example, from the hinterland of Berlin-Kólln appear to have been thor- 
oughly dominated by a small clique of rich merchants until feudal author- 
ities intervened in 1317 and 1319 to protect the interests of more modest 
merchants (called *poor" in the privileges granted); almost certainly, 
scholars agree, the intervention was meant to stymie internal urban 
strife.86 The competition over access to the export business within the 
regions still capable of exporting large amounts of surplus grain from 
1315 to 1322 testifies, not only to the windfall profits to be made, but to 
the reason stores of grain in those regions were nearly depleted.? This 
was not a failure of the medieval market system?? but testimony to the 
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relative efficiency of the responses it was capable of making, at least when 
the logistics it was exploiting were as hoary with age as were those be- 
tween coastal northwestern Europe and southwestern France or between 
the Baltic towns and Brandenburg. “The maintenance of trade,” after all, 
“when one side experiences a bad year is the critical test for a complex 
system.” 8? 

Not all towns that were importing foodstuffs benefited equally, of 
course. Interurban competition and strife could be awful, as revealed by 
incidents from 1317 and 1321 between Andernach and Nijmegen and 
between Koblenz and Nijmegen.” Let us, however, return to the figures 
on mortality during 1316 computed for Bruges and for Ypres and Tour- 
nai in chapter 7 as a way to probe more deeply into this issue. Van 
Werveke was disturbed by the significant difference between the two fig- 
ures.?! In Bruges about 5 percent of the population perished in six months 
in 1316; in Ypres (and Tournai) it was 10 percent or more.?? It could have 
been the case that distinct diseases were affecting the different popula- 
tions,?? but Van Werveke favored a different explanation. The governors 
of Bruges, by long history and their town's situation near a port, routinely 
turned to seaborne imports in food crises. Moreover, offering some pro- 
tection for the cargo carriers was a battle fleet, manned in the year 1316 
by six hundred hands drawn mainly from the guilds (with conscription 
prorated according to the size of each).?^ Ypres and Tournai, inland 
towns, traditionally negotiated with food producers in their immediate 
rural hinterlands. As rapidly rising prices and insufficient supplies made 
this strategy tragically inadequate during the Great Famine, the gover- 
nors of Ypres and Tournai would have looked farther afield, ultimately to 
southern France, and, given the prohibitive costs and uncertain fate of 
overland transport, they too would have tried to capitalize on seaborne 
imports. 

Unfortunately, with war and its embargoes, and piracy all up and 
down the coast (involving Gascon and Flemish raiders of carriers of all 
nationes, and even preying upon ships at anchor in ports of call), import- 
ing was a very dangerous business in 1315-1322, and the Flemings in 
general suffered mightily as a result.?? Thirteen sixteen, as we earlier ob- 
served, was the worst year.?6 Moreover, in the specific case of Ypres, her 
agents would have been latecomers to the negotiations going on at the 
Biscay ports, and whatever supplies they did manage to secure were de- 
barked at northern ports already hungry for food. The difficulties in get- 
ting all of this grain to Ypres would have been very large indeed. 
Hoarders, speculators, and thieves on the inland waterways or on land 
were not averse to transporting grain to places where prices were off-scale 
even if what we might call the nutritional crisis was less severe in those 
places.?7 Already in 1315, for example, in parts of urban Flanders, *de- 
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spite the need, large stocks of grain were in existence, yet they were not 
sold, but taken out to seacoast regions where prices stood still higher. "?8 
In the circumstances, Van Werveke felt that the governors of Ypres (and, 
we might add, probably of Tournai as well) fell short in meeting their 
citizens’ needs. It compounded the problem that Ypres was a more indus- 
trial town than Bruges, more dependent on cloth manufacture, and, in the 
event, had a proportionally larger and depressed *proletariat."?? For, as 
a result, there were a great many more cases of malnutrition, a great deal 
more morbidity, and, finally, a great deal more death in Ypres.100 
Bruges, while doing better by its imports, was also careful about distri- 
bution of those imports. The “free market” was suspended. The just price 
and other tenets of the moral economy were strong ideological battle cries 
in famine times, despite or because of the activities of hoarders, specula- 
tors, and thieves.101 The moral imperatives of the city fathers may have 
been reinforced by equally deep religious sentiments that explained the 
fall of man in terms of unchecked avarice—and even gluttony.!% What- 
ever the reason, including self-interest,!0? for modifying municipal wel- 
fare policies, a wise distribution of the imported foodstuffs was desirable. 
The municipality decided to sell the grain at cost or even slightly below 
cost to licensed bakers, who made bread available at manageable prices 
to the distressed population.! It ceased employing this strategy only 
when it appeared that the dearth might come to an end, at which point the 
town council tried to make up the deficit before the market was glutted 
with grain.195 What the town fathers of Bruges did was repeated in the 
actions of those of Ghent and Ypres, though with less adequate stores.106 


The Breakdown of Communitas 


The bakers licensed in the Flemish towns to distribute artificially low- 
priced loaves to the urban poor had their negative counterpart in unscru- 
pulous bakers elsewhere where grain supplies were woefully depleted and 
prices incredibly elevated. A number of bakers in Paris, for example, were 
charged with adulterating bread: *When prices were at their highest that 
year [1316]," wrote the chronicler Jean de Saint-Victor, 


it was discovered that the bakers had put many disgusting ingredients (im- 
munditias)—the dregs of wine, pig droppings, and several other things—in 
the bread that the famished people were eating. And in this way the bakers 
cheated the poor folk of their money. When the truth was known, sixteen 
wheels were placed on stakes in small fields in Paris, and the bakers were set 
upon them with their hands raised and holding pieces of the loaves so 
tainted. Then they were exiled from France.!07 
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Petty theft as well as theft on a grand scale, it has been pointed out, 
were additional problems that had to be faced by municipal authorities 
who, like their rural and royal counterparts, wished to keep the worsen- 
ing situation under control.!0® Migrants as well as natives could be a 
problem, since escalating “racism” between the two was characteristic of 
the frontier in these years.!°? The victims of choice were urban merchants 
and patricians or their agents who continued to do well even as the fam- 
ine worsened for other social groups. “Murderers and thieves” began 
routinely to lie in wait near the Snellemarket in Greifenberg until drastic 
action was taken in early 1316 to clear the area and reestablish “security 
for each merchant and worthy man and for the good of the region.” 11° It 
would be easy to multiply instances of theft in many towns,!!! although, 
of course, even a large number of cases would hardly establish the exis- 
tence of a crime wave. More persuasive are documents like the so-called 
Peace of Fexhe, an agreement from 18 June 1316 that bound the lay, 
ecclesiastical, and urban authorities in the Liégeois to eradicate crime ac- 
cording to their various jurisdictional powers. The Peace is often looked 
upon primarily as a “constitutional” document, because it literally 
brought an end to a succession of nasty local wars in the jurisdictionally 
contested region of the Liégeois and provided the warrant for at least 
partial governance by assembly thereafter; however, it was also a re- 
sponse to the hitherto overwhelming level of crime and intimidation that 
suffused a region smitten with famine, runaway inflation, and, until its 
ratification, those seemingly ceaseless wars.112 

Specific products were often targets of thieves. Salt was one such prod- 
uct. Suspicion in England that a large shipment was too lightly guarded 
encouraged malefactors there.!!? On the Continent officials in Bruges 
tried to run down offenders who had managed to get a huge cargo of salt 
into their hands. Purchased at Abbeville, the salt was supposed to come 
north to Bruges but seems to have been taken south to Harfleur at the 
mouth of the Seine. The record detailing the matter is dated 14 April 
1317.11^ The salt was needed in part to prepare the herring catch, but also 
because Bruges was a major center of butter and cheese production and 
distribution. Quality control was exercised from the relatively new *But- 
ter Warehouse” (boterbuis).!5 Retailing took place from private shops 
or, rather, stalls. In 1307 there were eighty-two of these; in 1310, eighty- 
four.116 Salt was urgently required to sustain production on this scale. 

As the famine worsened, the best efforts of good people proved unequal 
to the calamity. Terribly weakened men and women languished from hun- 
ger, we learn, in Bremen.!!7 Or they despaired and, as at Lübeck, “victims 
of the famine who were yet alive entered the tombs that had been made in 
certain places for the multitude of those dead from the famine, in order 
that they might die in them and give an end to their pains.” 118 Such gath- 
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ering together of the poor and weak was evidently fairly common, per- 
haps at some familiar site where alms were or had once been distributed; 
sometimes the desperation led to pushing and shoving—and death.!1? 

As time went on, forms of “irrationality” manifested themselves.!2° 
Protest poems written in the wake of the famine sometimes reflect this 
fact. The subject or, on occasion, the personification of gluttony com- 
mands the poets’ shrillest condemnations, but with a twist: “falseness and 
trecherye” between father and son and daughter and mother, in one such 
poem, are seen to be rooted in an irrational and uncontrollable lust for 
food.!2! We find, too, “heretical” movements that seem to have drawn 
part of their inspiration from the psychological situation created by the 
food shortage. To the orthodox the heretics’ behavior was also manifestly 
irrational. 

Of course, heresy in this period in the north seemed more than merely 
irrational. It smacked of revolution. To be sure, not every heterodoxy 
that found expression in famine-stricken areas owed its origin to the fam- 
ine conditions. But the social and economic tensions that accompanied 
the harvest shortfalls, high prices, and violence of war sharpened author- 
ities’ perceptions of heterodox believers as threats to the political and 
social order, both secular and ecclesiastical. Sectarians who had been suf- 
fered to exist, if not quite tolerated, for thirty years or more came to be 
tarred by those in power as diabolical and ripe for extirpation in the 
charged atmosphere of 1315-1322. It is also possible, perhaps even prob- 
able, that the sectarians themselves did become more radical because of 
the economic crisis. This set of hypotheses, at least, informs my interpre- 
tation of the persecution of a quasi-Waldensian sect in Schweidnitz (Sile- 
sia) that objected to swearing and to the superior efficacy of auricular 
confession to a priest. The sect had long existed, but in mid-1315 it came 
to be regarded as a serious threat worthy of concerted official action. 
Accused of worshiping Lucifer, impugning the morality of the Virgin, and 
practicing incestuous sex, many were condemned to the flames over the 
years 1315-1318, the worst years of the famine.!22 

One manifestation of the so-called heresy of the free spirit, attacked at 
Strasbourg in the years 1317-1319, provides another example.123 The 
beliefs attributed to the heretics constituted a wide spectrum; some even 
contradicted others.!24 Undoubtedly the dossier of charges was influ- 
enced by what authorities expected to find, but one aspect of the move- 
ment seems directly pertinent. Beguines and Beghards (groups of 
laywomen and men living religious lives and dressing, to some degree, in 
habits) were the people accused of the heresy. It was said that they had 
been actively seeking alms on street corners and on thoroughfares and 
throughout the hinterland of Strasbourg. The name allegedly given the 
heretics—the popular name (“vulgus ... nominat”)—was “Brot durch 
Gott,” an unexceptional phrase but one that seems to have reflected some 
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sort of litany or mantra declaimed by the heretics themselves as they 
begged.!25 A phrase screamed so often that it named the group: what it 
evoked in the hearers—fear, pity, disdain—is impossible to recover. Yet 
in famine times loud cries of “For God’s sake, bread! For God’s sake, 
bread!” could not easily have been ignored by poor or rich folk observing 
the holy men and women in their wanderings. !7° 

Where charity failed, warfare between the needy and their financial 
betters became a danger.!2” On the one hand, elite fears were in no way 
misplaced; grain riots did characterize urban life of the famine years.!28 
High prices in Magdeburg, for example, in 1316 were to give rise to 
“spontaneous” demonstrations against food retailers.!2? On the other 
hand, elites themselves suffered cleavages in their ranks during the famine 
years. To pursue the Magdeburg example, the merchants targeted by 
mobs in 1316 were at loggerheads at the same time with the archbishop, 
who was determined to bring prices down by allowing imports and 
thereby to gain “popular” support in his own long struggle with the mer- 
cantile community for hegemony in the town.130 The years 1316-1318 
in Verdun and slightly later in Metz also witnessed clan violence ad- 
mixed with class strife.131 Provins would experience a revolt of its under- 
class (“rebellion des menuz ouvriers” )—and systematic investigations by 
commissioners into the causes and extent of the violence—during the 
famine. 132 

In the towns of Flanders socially directed violence had already become 
common before the famine.!?? It would manifest itself furiously during 
the catastrophe, leading to draconian retribution—even in the case of 
Bruges, where food import policies had been relatively effective. It is im- 
possible to say how closely tied the incidents in Bruges were to the eco- 
nomic and psychological conditions of the famine, but this much is 
known. Large-scale conspiracies swept the town. As a result of one of 
these, twenty-seven burghers who were implicated in a murder were ban- 
ished, but an arbitrated settlement in which burghers of Ypres and Ghent 
took part “reconciled” commune and conspirators. People wounded in 
the murderous attack received compensation, and the banishments were 
lifted, effective All Saints’ Day 1321.134 No sooner was this reconciliation 
worked out than another (related?) conspiracy pitted the commune 
against a large number of inhabitants. In this case, twenty-one townsmen 
were banished for one hundred years and a day toward the end of the 
famine for “faisant conspirations pour destruire le ville et les personnes.” 
Or so it was put in a letter (16 February 1323) to the municipal govern- 
ment of Saint-Omer. The letter urged Saint-Omer not to admit or succor 
the exiles.13° 

The most gruesome and well-documented instance of such violence 
associated with the famine occurred in Douai,!3° where earlier, as we 
have seen, a common fund was established to help mollify the poor and 
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hungry urban underclass.!3” The uprising came at a time when matters 
should have been going better—that is, as the horrendous harvests of the 
teens were giving way to more abundant crops in the twenties. But some 
merchants and patricians were hedging their bets against a possible steep 
decline in their profits by creating artificial shortages to keep prices high. 
Or so many ordinary people believed. The explosion in Douai took place 
on the Thursday before All Saints’ (28 October) 1322.138 Two women, 
Jacquette, the wife of Jehan Espillet, and Margot Cauche, took to the 
marketplace to denounce the hoarders and incited the common people to 
take up arms. Inspired by the rising, Jehans de le Loge encouraged an- 
other group of malcontents to raid the granary of Collart de Mignot. 
Havius des Freres Meneurs and Jacquemins de Salau led raids on grana- 
ries and some heavily laden barges. Others rummaged menacingly in 
burghers’ houses for sacks of grain. Some of the rioters came from outside 
Douai—from Hénin, for example, fifteen kilometers northwest, and 
Arras, about twenty kilometers to the southwest—a fact that suggests the 
regional impact of the hoarding. Intimidation—angry threats to kill, to 
behead, to get even one way or another—gave the town briefly to the 
rebels. 

When order was restored, the reconstituted courts of justice handed 
down sentences against the perpetrators of the outrages. On 7 March 
1323, because of the grain riots (“pour cause du ble”), the women were 
banished for all time; for their “evil and outrageous” words, their 
tongues were severed. Jehans de le Loge and Havius des Freres Meneurs, 
too, were sentenced to perpetual banishment, with a contingency sen- 
tence of beheading if they should ever reappear in Douai. Other rioters 
received lesser sentences made up of units of a year and a day of exile. 
Those considered most culpable (after the ringleaders) got twenty such 
units to run successively: twenty years and twenty days. A few were ban- 
ished for ten years and ten days; five years and five days; three years and 
three days (the least of the punishments). Thus fell the curtain on the last 
act of the Great Famine in Douai. 
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THE POLICIES OF PRINCES 


T IS NOW appropriate to shift our focus to the initiatives undertaken 

by authorities who, if they did not dominate, at least claimed suzerain 

power over town and countryside alike. Medieval principalities (or 
states)! were notoriously ineffective in articulating economic policies and 
enforcing economic programs; yet none of the attempts by rural lords and 
urban patriciates and ecclesiastics to lessen the famine’s consequences to 
their own advantage could be undertaken entirely independent of the 
concerns and monitoring of princely authorities. When stevedores un- 
loaded grain and observed its transport to an inland city even as they 
themselves suffered the burden of high bread prices, they were bound to 
have feelings of resentment, which princely forces might help contain. 
The need to supply settlements of particular importance to princely pres- 
tige or regional defense was another factor that brought state power to 
bear on marketing in certain rural areas and on traffic along the sea-lanes. 
And one could go on. 

The role of the state, then, was real, even if far less important overall 
than the efforts of local authorities to deal with the agrarian and urban 
crises. Princes tended to intervene in the political economy of famine relief 
most decisively (though with varying impact) in five areas: (1) regulation 
of access to productive resources; (2) control of speculation; (3) imports 
and exports—and their dangerous flip side, piracy; (4) the supply of gar- 
rison towns and of armies on the move; and (5) the repression of wide- 
spread popular discontent. Rather than consider each of these issues sepa- 
rately, let us explore the exercise of state power on a regional basis: first, 
France; then, England; last, the northern kingdoms. 


France 


The French crown was active both in attempting to moderate the differen- 
tial impact of the dearth on people of modest means and in trying to 
prevent the exhaustion of productive resources in the manic competition 
for meat and grain. For example, efforts made by lords in the late thir- 
teenth century to create protected areas for hunting had been fiercely 
resisted by rustics who felt—and correctly so—that these efforts would 
undercut long-standing common rights. For a long time the crown’s role 
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in the struggle was muted, but it could not remain so once the famine 
intensified the attempts of both sides to press their claims. The best way 
to forestall violence was a moratorium on new protected precincts; and 
the best way to assure that local notables adhered to the moratorium 
was legislation requiring authorization for new warrens. In 1317 author- 
ization by the crown became a requirement for the creation of “parcs a 
gibier. ”3 

Of course, this intervention of the crown, though important in preserv- 
ing social peace and economic equilibrium, was only part of its policy on 
the exploitation of game. In a period when the surplus from arable was 
down, the rustic population’s access to woodlands and rivers encouraged 
overhunting and overfishing. In the case of the rivers, repeated incidents 
in the famine period moved the crown on 6 July 1317 to republish legisla- 
tion that prohibited fishing with traps that took too-large catches; the 
traps, if found, were to be seized and burned. The crown also prohibited 
fishing in rivers from mid-March to mid-May in apprehension that the 
taking of inordinate catches of fry would undermine the future supply of 
food fish.* 

As elsewhere, however, it was staples, like grain and salt, that were the 
key commodities. Grain reserves had already begun to shrink by the end 
of summer 1315, a situation that led to the importation of Gascon grain, 
acts of piracy against the carriers, and widespread speculation.’ On 25 
September the king stigmatized the “avaricious cupidity" of merchants 
who had cornered the market. Victuals of all kinds were being withheld; 
and merchants, in complete disregard of the fact that they were being 
cursed by consumers for doing so and unmindful that they would be 
blessed if they repented, kept them back in order to drive up prices still 
further. Or so the ordinance asserted. 

Indeed, speculation during the Great Famine was widespread.’ Any 
benefits it had in lowering consumption and retarding the exhaustion of 
supplies® exercised precious little influence on the emotional fever of the 
infuriated population. The crown, as authorities had been doing for mil- 
lennia, acted in its best political interest, therefore, when it cracked down 
on the hoarders.? The royal remonstrance mentioned above that contains 
the information on avaricious merchants describes the crackdown in de- 
tail. Concentrating on the shortage of salt, the king acknowledged the 
fundamental cause in the wet weather, but he again focused on the com- 
pounding sin of speculative, hoarding merchants. He ordered his officials 
in Paris, Rouen, and any other places where there were reputed to be large 
stores of salt to search out the merchant conspirators and, if necessary, 
confiscate all their goods and inflict whatever other punishments they 
deemed necessary to break their stranglehold on the salt market. Punish- 
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ments were to be exemplary and harsh. Once the hoards were identified, 
the officials were to see to it that markets were supplied within a week at 
reasonable prices.10 

The crown was genuinely concerned about the social consequences 
both of unrestrained competition for game and of hoarding and specula- 
tion; however, it was much more concerned about the problems of supply 
of foodstuffs for its troops in the field in Flanders, and about the possibil- 
ity that supplies might be diverted to the enemy. Already in late summer 
1315, at Soissons, King Louis X prohibited exports to the Flemings while 
encouraging merchants with grain, wine, and other victuals to vend them 
to agents of the royal army. He promised safe-conducts, along with free- 
dom from road and wine tolls and other levies, to merchants who did 
so.!! It is not clear that they did do so, at least with alacrity, since the 
merchants could get higher prices on the open market. Consequently, the 
export bans among French and privileged foreign merchants were re- 
peated in November and December. 12 

As long as a state of war existed and windfall profits might be made, 
it was inevitable that some merchants would run the risk of purveying 
goods to the Flemings despite the prohibitions. At the very least, the 
desperate situation among the Flemish towns, especially the inland ones, 
described in chapters 7 and 8, encouraged the municipalities to use non- 
Flemish buyers as their agents in France to purchase victuals. The munic- 
ipalities tried to get as much as they could from England as well, to the 
general consternation of the French; the English crown played dumb 
when questioned on the matter.? In the winter of 1316 the king took 
action. While at Rampillon in Champagne he prohibited merchants from 
Brabant from buying anything (*vivres, ne autres choses") in France for 
Flemings.14 

Not even peace brought an end to the problems. The formal lifting of 
bans was tentatively accomplished in October 1316.1$ Considering the 
clandestine contacts before, the official English declaration of resumption 
(!) of trade with Flanders a couple of months later, in response to the 
French action, was disingenuous at best.!° Confrontations and fear of a 
new general outbreak of hostilities led to the reinstituting of export con- 
trols by the French on 11 May 1322.17 

What seems certain is that, threats and appeals to loyalty notwith- 
standing, there was throughout the famine a preference among many 
French merchants to trade in local markets or even to deal with agents of 
the Flemings for extreme profits rather than sell at lower prices to the 
benefit of the crown. Consequently, the crown increasingly requisitioned 
grain. The ramifications were profound. Merchants—presumably both 
honest and dishonest ones—were enraged; markets and marketers suf- 
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fered; lords grew angry. As early as 18 November 1315, at Paris, Louis 
acknowledged the complaints and their truth, and he promised to rethink 
his policy to the extent that this was possible; but he reiterated his princi- 
pal concern with keeping the war effort on course.!® Complaints, there- 
fore, continued. It was not until March 1317 that Louis’s successor, 
Philip V, confirmed Louis’s promises and gave them some teeth. In that 
month the king assured the clergy of the diocese of Paris, for example, 
that he would authorize the return of equivalent quantities (or the value 
in money) of grain, wine, and other supplies requisitioned for the war 
from clergy in the diocese.!? 

The subsistence crisis cannot be implicated as the cause, but it almost 
certainly exacerbated not only this elite but also popular discontent with 
the government, and it fed a disconcerting paranoia in society across or- 
ders. In 1320 the same king, Philip V, made known that he was planning 
a Crusade to the Holy Land. Expectations being aroused as the news 
spread, large crowds of volunteers, in part inspired by lower clergy or 
people who claimed the status, gathered together especially in the recently 
war-ravaged districts of French Flanders and northern France. In fact the 
king’s plan came to nothing, but the excitement generated by the expecta- 
tions could not easily be contained. What was originally conceived as a 
princely Crusade was quickly transformed into a plebeian movement 
comprising shepherds (hence the name, Pastoureaux), other rustics, arti- 
sans, and poor and outcasts of various sorts.20 

The situation rapidly degenerated. Paris itself was temporarily pene- 
trated by the “rebels”; so, too, were numerous other towns where the 
wrath of the malcontents, sometimes in concert with native disgruntled 
elements desiring to settle old scores, was directed against the rich and the 
Jews. Jews, who, as we saw earlier?! had only recently been readmitted 
to France from exile, were targeted not merely as religious rivals but as 
creditors mulcting the poor through pawnbroking. In the summer of 
1315, about a month after the Jews had been readmitted to France, the 
king had sent out special investigators to inquire into and suppress 
“usury” (interest payments that exceeded the permitted levels), and they 
worked for months on end.2? Yet in a sense the outrages in 1320 were a 
popular demonstration that their work had not been accomplished to the 
satisfaction of the Pastoureaux. 

In the end, of course, the rebels were crushed by the forces of the crown 
or pursued south until they were chased across the Pyrenees into Aragon 
where, after a few brief episodes of violence, they were put down. But the 
shattering effect of the violence had a more durable impact on social rela- 
tions, for hardly had the last vestiges of the Pastoureaux been vanquished 
when France saw additional “popular” violence against lepers and, 
again, Jews. 
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The year 1321, as is well known, was witness to the so-called leper 
scare.23 Rumors of a plot to kill Christians in France by poisoning the 
wells spread wildly. The organizers of the conspiracy were believed to be 
Muslims, but their contacts in France were said to be Jews and their 
agents—the alleged poisoners—lepers. In the wake of the violence of the 
Pastoureaux, of the still incomplete return to good harvests, and, most 
important, of widespread disease, the idea of a plot seemed credible 
enough.?* More and more “evidence” of the plot was gathered by torture, 
and authorities and vigilantes were ruthless in their judicial and extraju- 
dicial attacks on the vilified groups. In the end large numbers of Jews and 
lepers were killed, many more beaten and otherwise humiliated, and 
many others saddled with oppressive fines by the state. 


England 


Already in 1315 the English under Edward II attempted by parliamentary 
action to impose price controls on livestock. There has been some hesita- 
tion among historians to consider this action a response to the Great 
Famine, since England would not see the first bad harvest associated with 
the famine before June; and prices could not really respond to that harvest 
until its true extent was widely known.” An alternative explanation, sug- 
gested by Mavis Mate, focuses on the money supply as a factor driving up 
prices and provoking the controls.26 But no such explanation needs to be 
invoked, for we have already considered persuasive English evidence that 
the extremely bad rains started there in late 1314.27 We also know that 
the usual winter rains were punctuated by periods of extraordinary cold. 
All this was followed by the renewal of drenching spring rains in 1315. 
Given these conditions, the first indicator of a subsistence crisis would 
have been a decline in herd and flock size from poor lambing and from 
diseases and infestations like liverfluke.28 Though almost certainly not on 
the scale of the great murrains later in the famine, this decline would still 
have forced prices up considerably in London where the crown’s focus of 
attention was riveted. Consequently—and this is decisive in the argu- 
ment—the price controls were imposed not on grain or grain products in 
early 1315, but, as indicated, on livestock. 

Because of the rapidly increasing magnitude of the shortages and the 
spiraling cost of fodder crops, the controls, for those who could benefit 
from the high prices, were worth getting around and proved unsuccessful. 
But although they were rescinded, the policy was reimposed and refo- 
cused after the harvests repeatedly failed. This time the controls were 
placed on products, like ale, that were manufactured from grain. The 
action on ale, in January 1317, reinforced that taken by the city of Lon- 


172 TOWNS AND PRINCIPALITIES 


don in September of the year before.?? Aggressive as the authorities were, 
however, no historian has argued that these price controls enjoyed any 
serious success. 

The likely failure of price controls did not mean in England, anymore 
than in France, that the crown was willing to see prices artificially inflated 
by hoarders and speculators beyond the levels induced by the harvest 
shortfalls per se. Moreover, action against local speculation was a far 
easier policy to put into practice than were price controls; and it was far 
more popular, supported as it was by widely shared notions of the just 
price.?? Consequently, speculation encouraged “draconian measures" on 
the part of the political authorities.?! 

In letters to various bishops in April 1316 the English king addressed 
the problem. Acknowledging that the horrors of bad weather and the 
poor harvests had been brought on his kingdom because of sinful human- 
ity's disobedience, and *desiring therefore to provide for the salvation 
of our people by the ways and means that we can," Edward II urged the 
clergy to exhort the hoarders *with efficacious words" to offer their sur- 
plus grain for sale. They were to use other methods, presumably ex- 
communication, if necessary, *lest the cause of such ruin and death be 
imputed to those having grain and refusing to sell it."?? These ominous 
words obviously refer to the possibility of popular retribution. No king, 
least of all one like Edward II—at loggerheads repeatedly with his barons 
and involved in a war with the Scots—looked indifferently on the pos- 
sibility of this sort of violence or its potential for getting out of hand 
and further hobbling his capacity to rule. Judging from the reaction of 
the bishop of Salisbury, the king's words were taken seriously. He imme- 
diately drafted orders to the clergy of his diocese to enforce the royal 
command.?? 

In addition to price controls and actions against speculators, the crown 
reacted to the famine in an entirely traditional way by offering incentives 
to merchants for the import of grain.?* Just like town governments, how- 
ever, the crown was faced with the problem that its neighbors and tradi- 
tional trading partners were victims of harvest shortfalls and famine as 
well. Consequently, trade in grain with some nearby regions fell to almost 
zero. This was true with regard to the Baltic trade, which was still not a 
large grain source, anyway.?? With just a little manipulation it can be 
shown to be probable with regard to English trade with Normandy, a 
better established trading partner, as well. Some figures on Rouen pro- 
vided by Alain Sadourny make the point nicely. In 1301, by one measure, 
38 percent of Rouen's commercial traffic on the Seine (with London as a 
principal destination of the city's exports) involved wine. In 1317 far 
more than 52 percent involved wine. These two facts suggest, if we can 
take 1301 rather than famine-stricken 1317 as a typical year, that the 
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proportion and undoubtedly the absolute quantity of other products 
traded from the port declined precipitously.?6 This must certainly include 
grain, which appears to have made up a substantial part of commercial 
exchange in normal times. Already in 1306, for example, low grain sup- 
plies in Paris had induced the French crown to restrict exports, probably 
with the intention of requisitioning supplies at cost, but enterprising 
scoundrels were busy trying to keep shipments coming out of Rouen, a 
fair indication of its importance as an exporter of cereals.?7 

On the other hand, most historians cite Edward IPs promises of safe- 
conducts to merchants as supporting evidence that princes took radical 
measures to feed their populations.?® These merchants included Ital- 
ians;?? and this fact has led some historians to suggest that purchases or 
authorizations to purchase grain covered a catchment area that included 
Italy.4 This suggestion must be treated with as much caution as was nec- 
essary in the consideration of municipal grain policies, however,4! even 
though the attractiveness of responding to a buyer as powerful as the 
English crown would normally obviate comparisons with the pull of mere 
municipalities. In this instance, however, it is likely that the Italians, 
along with Breton and Norman carriers who were also active, were sim- 
ply being encouraged to arrange imports of grain and wine from southern 
France and the Biscay coast of northwestern Spain.* Certainly the docu- 
mentary evidence is rich on the activities of ethnically English agents in 
these regions who were given as much support as the crown could pro- 
vide to help them procure grain. 

Yet because of the alleged power of the purchaser, the English crown, 
to stimulate mercantile activities that were decidedly extraordinary, we 
must spend a little more time on the issue of whether grain from the Med- 
iterranean reached the Channel ports. The great economic historian 
Adolf Schaube argued the most tempting case for such grain shipments,*4 
but all his evidence was circumstantial. He regarded two ships owned by 
Venetians and with Italian names off the English coast in 1316 as power- 
ful testimony. However, we know something about the cargo of these 
ships, and it suggests a point of origin other than Italy: it included food- 
stuffs and wine; yet there was no significant market for Italian wine in 
England. Therefore, these ships almost certainly were plying the ocean 
from the Biscay ports to England. 

Schaube also employed etymology in defense of his argument. He 
found the word dromond, a Greek word, being used to describe the ships 
coming to England and equated this with Italian tarida, an equation that 
is probably justified. The tarida or dromond was a very large, fast-mov- 
ing ship. However, for an Englishman to call a big fast ship by a Mediter- 
ranean name does not establish that the ship came from the Mediterra- 
nean. A Genoese-owned ship designated a dromond came into port in 
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northern England in April 1315; its point of origin was not Genoa but the 
Bay of Biscay.*5 Indeed, the word dromond was widely used in England 
from as early as 1191 (the word came back with crusaders who had seen 
such ships) even though there is almost no evidence of any ship whatso- 
ever coming to England in this period after exiting the Mediterranean 
through the Straits of Gibraltar (an excruciatingly more difficult matter, 
as we have seen, given the currents and prevailing winds, than entering 
the Mediterranean from the Atlantic).4¢ In sum neither the northern 
towns nor the northern crowns imported Italian grain. 

Where the English crown did try to buy surplus grain, southwestern 
Atlantic Europe, its success depended on two factors, the competition 
with other buyers and the security of the seaways. The competition was 
fierce: agents of Flemish towns, buyers from northern France, and even 
local authorities in the southwest, who did not want to see stores there 
decline to perilous levels, were all playing an important part in affecting 
the market.4” Presumably as agents of the man who was lord of Gascony, 
the English king’s officials had a distinct advantage in exploiting the long 
tradition of export of foodstuffs—not just grain, but products as diverse 
as figs and walnuts—from the south.^? In northern Castile, the strong and 
more purely economic pull of English demand also stimulated grain ex- 
ports in 1317.” 

The security of the seaways was quite another matter. Piracy was a 
continuing problem.5? In the spring and summer of 1316 people attacked 
and seized stores from ships preparing to dock and unload food at ports 
in southern England.>! One or two sailors and merchants appear to have 
been fatally injured in raids on ship stores and warehouses, for a royal 
mandate attempting to confront piracy refers to manslaughters done at 
sea.?? 

The documentary record is particularly rich with regard to the crown's 
attempt to supply its northern garrison town Berwick-upon-Tweed while 
the war with the Scots raged. As noted before, although some of the prob- 
lems and issues affecting garrison towns did not differ to any considerable 
extent from those affecting towns in general, the paramount interest of 
state or princely authorities in garrison towns makes them appropriate to 
be treated here. Garrison towns, which were, almost by definition, in or 
near hostile territories, occasionally required special (princely author- 
ized) food imports.5? Berwick, by all measures, was of consuming interest 
to the crown in 1315. Right on the Scottish border (or within Scotland, 
some might say), the town could no longer be systematically supplied 
from its hinterland as raiding parties harried the district.54 In April 1315, 
for example, five agents were trying to buy food for the town but seem to 
have been woefully inadequate to the task.?? By October, indeed, famine 


POLICIES OF PRINCES 175 


raged, with the garrison itself appearing to be on the verge of abandoning 
the fortifications.56 

Some desperately needed stores were jettisoned off the coast at the end 
of October, and seaborne supply continued to be dangerous in the open- 
ing months of 1316.57 Meanwhile, the laments of the garrison and the 
permanent residents increased. February saw the formulation of a group 
of petitions that described for the crown’s benefit the nature of the dis- 
tress. The garrison was starving; there had been a foray into the country- 
side against orders, and the scavengers had been ambushed on their at- 
tempt to return. Desertions were becoming a problem. The remaining 
soldiers were reduced to eating their horses, a terrible calamity for a medi- 
eval company of mounted soldiers. Pity the poor Christians.$8 Further 
documents indicate that the number of horses may have fallen from three 
hundred to fifty under the impact of the hunger. The burghers, who were 
increasingly at odds with the garrison, plummeted into debt, with the 
possibility of starvation becoming as much a problem for them as for the 
troops.?? 

Even as the laments continued, acts of depredation in March and May 
of 1316 disrupted cargoes being shipped to Berwick. Of course, it is 
presumed that some ships got through. (Certainly there are plenty of indi- 
cations of very extensive commercial negotiations associated with efforts 
to supply the town.)9! Still, the number of references to piracy is consider- 
able. November 1316 saw another attack on the seas, and the years 1317 
and 1318 were replete with incidents. Some of the attackers were Scots; 
some were freebooters. When ships from Gascony, for example, entered 
the North Sea through the perilously navigated Straits of Dover on their 
way north to Berwick, they became targets for Scots, English pirates, and 
even rogue Low Country and Hanse sailors operating from the Continen- 
tal coasts.6? Accusations against Lübeck, Stralsund, and Rostock crews 
were being made from at least February 1317 until December 1319.6? 
Some of these accusations may have arisen from cutthroat competition 
among the various shippers,°* but disruption of trade, whatever the 
cause, had the same ill effects on the garrison town. 

In the circumstances, Berwick became a seething cauldron of tensions. 
The black market was in full operation in 1316; by 1317 accusations of 
speculation and fraud against the highest levels of the burgher patriciate 
were being made to the crown.® A sense of topsy-turvy reflected genuine 
reversals of authority and power when lower-class persons, including 
some butchers and even serfs who came to town, managed to make finan- 
cial killings from the small surpluses they sold.°° Hatred, especially be- 
tween garrison troops and townsmen, also surged.67 It was, in the end, an 
impossible situation. Berwick capitulated in mid-1318 through the 
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treachery of native elements. Though the isolated garrison still had to be 
supplied as long as it could hold out, the main point is clear: despite all 
the best efforts of the crown to give safe-conducts to merchants and to 
keep the sea-lanes open, it was incapable of managing supply effec- 
tively.68 At least one commentator knew why: the manifold sins of the 
English, his own people, were being punished.6? 

One obvious if partial answer to the litany of disasters was peace. Al- 
though piracy in the so-called truces caused extreme difficulties for honest 
traders," genuine and long-lasting peace would have made possible a 
stretching of scarce resources to the limit, assuring a more equitable dis- 
tribution of foodstuffs to the desperate population of northern England 
and Scotland. But this obvious and moral option yielded before the chi- 
merical hope on both sides for a decisive victory. Lucas assembled evi- 
dence of the English crown's pressuring its officials to extract whatever 
possible from the already wretched peasantry. The pressure led to what 
he terms gross abuses of the peasantry, when the king's men confiscated 
grain and fodder under color of purveyance."! We know now that brutal- 
ity became a condition of life, so that the hapless English crown found it 
difficult to control its own servitors, for whom even the highborn were 
easy pickings."? On the other side of the border, conditions were little 
better.” 

A more general point can be made, however, for it was not merely in 
the war-torn areas or in the lands where troops were being mustered that 
the taxation, in the brutal form of purveyance, had an effect. Taxation of 
the peasantry of regions far distant from the war zones always had delete- 
rious repercussions during periods of dearth. But in 1316 “prises and 
levies on movables were collected simultaneously” in England despite the 
famine, and in 1317 prises continued to be collected. The English peasant 
was typically assessed for taxation “only on the goods which he had for 
sale and not on those intended for his own domestic use,” but every mo- 
ment that saw the need for ready cash to pay other obligations like rents 
and tolls also saw agriculturalists reduce consumption in order to procure 
cash.7* Reducing consumption under famine conditions was a consider- 
able undertaking; yet English rustics who did so were then taxed on goods 
they could hardly afford to part with. Near the border with Scotland—in 
Cumberland, Westmorland, and Northumberland—the inhabitants peti- 
tioned the crown for a three-year respite on renders to the exchequer, but 
evidently with only mixed success at best.”> It is not surprising that, as 
Maddicott writes, “the levy on movables was resisted most forcefully in 
the localities during the famine years of 1315-17."76 Including the resis- 
tance to purveyors and middlemen that was a typical response of rustics 
under pressures such as those characterizing these years,"7 the difficulties 
facing the crown were virtually insurmountable. 
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Nevertheless, the resistance, as ubiquitous as it was, was insufficient to 
insulate the peasantry from the worst effects of these adverse times, for 
levels of effective taxation were still high enough to stimulate the sort of 
self-defeating behaviors that Guy Bois would see as contributing to the 
structural blockage dooming the high medieval economy.’® Maddicott 
goes so far as to suggest, though with rather weak commitment, that the 
real turning point in the history of the English peasantry ought not to be 
associated with the harvest shortfalls or other natural disasters per se but 
with the onerous state-imposed taxation for the never-ending wars of the 
fourteenth century."? Again, a similar case can be argued for Scotland.80 

The shortfalls in taxation compounded by a decline in customs on 
wool—resulting from corruption, war, smuggling, and animal dis- 
ease8l— made the English crown ever more creative in raising money. A 
government memorandum dating from the mid-teens and laying out the 
case for imposing a forced loan on international traders to make up for 
the financial shortfalls had interesting repercussions. Certain levies on 
merchants, in line with the recommendations of the memorandum, be- 
came harsh in 1317 and 1318; yet others that had been imposed in the 
first year of the famine were “withdrawn in September 1317 because of 
the practical difficulties encountered by merchants importing much 
needed foodstuffs into the country.”82 In this case, the crown’s need for 
revenue came in conflict with the need to provision its garrison towns, 
like Berwick, and other large coastal towns, especially London, from 
abroad. 

From the entirety of the discussion in the last several pages it might 
seem that the crown’s reaction to the famine in England was a blend of 
grandstanding (the ineffective but appealing price controls and draconian 
measures against speculators), shortsightedness, bumbling, and, at times, 
almost criminal self-interest. But it would be amiss to ignore the image of 
his rule that Edward II wished to convey. His publicists represented him 
as the wise king, dealing with the famine with aplomb and moral recti- 
tude, like the pharaoh who had put Joseph in charge of the granaries of 
Egypt in the time of the patriarchs.9? Surely the effort to fashion this por- 
trait was meant to counter the disappointment people felt with the king’s 
leadership and his agents’ activities. Perhaps it was also intended to em- 
barrass the attacks on his counselors that had been characteristic of baro- 
nial opposition to him. (Where have all the Josephs gone? Answer: Killed 
by barons.) Yet if these were the goals, they were not entirely fulfilled. 
This curious image of Edward II as the good pharaoh never achieved 
much currency outside the circle of his sycophants and clients; and when 
echoes of it are discerned in texts originating in other circles, the compar- 
ison is not blithely accepted.°* In the end, Edward failed in famine relief, 
and he failed to cover up his failure, too. 
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The Northern Kingdoms 


Although on the northern side of the Baltic grain formed a far smaller 
proportion of agricultural output than on the southern side, both grain 
shortfalls and declines in meat and dairy production in Scandinavia ush- 
ered in a major subsistence crisis and a temporary diminution in collected 
taxes. As with the English king, no Scandinavian prince showed any im- 
mediate willingness to see his revenues decline or willingly adjusted his 
requests according to local needs. One consequence of this fact was an 
eruption of violence between princely agents and local farmers. In Swed- 
ish Norrland—the area of modern Sweden and Finland on either side of 
the Gulf of Bothnia—men licensed by King Birger II of Sweden in the 
winter of 1316-1317 attempted to ship provender as taxes out of the 
region to the area of densest settlement (whose access to Continental 
grain was costly and limited by the low supplies); they were met with stiff 
resistance, and the head of the taxing party was killed. When punishment 
came, it was swift and unmitigated: confiscation of goods and mass exe- 
cutions, as state power tried to reestablish itself in this sparsely populated 
region.°®> 

The harvest shortfalls, outbreaks of pestilence, and this evident tax 
revolt were part of a cluster of other problems that affected Sweden and 
the north in general. The year 1317 provided a brief respite “after many 
difficulties and afflictions of wars and oppressions, of taxes and tribula- 
tions.”86 Nevertheless, we have already seen that additional fighting, in- 
deed civil war, followed King Birger’s execution of two princelings whose 
power he feared; after his own death in 1318 the power struggles contin- 
ued, with wide-ranging results including the pauperization of the peas- 
antry.87 It was all the more necessary in these circumstances for whatever 
powers continued to exist to try to get needed foodstuffs to the northern 
countries. 

There was, however, some competition. Whether it was significant or 
not is a complicated question. It is not impossible that Britons tried to 
obtain grain and other foodstuffs, like additional herring and stockfish, 
from Baltic suppliers to compensate for other shortages; stockfish (gutted, 
wind-dried cod), after all, was the principal import to Britain from the 
Baltic before the famine, amounting to more than 1,500 tons per year.88 
However, although British-Baltic trade networks existed, low grain pro- 
duction in the British Isles had not characteristically or preferentially 
evoked grain imports from the Baltic.8? And the local cereal shortfalls in 
Scandinavia and the Hanse hinterlands would scarcely have encouraged 
any really radical modification of grain import policies. Moreover, as we 
have seen, importation of herring was at least closely tied to salt produc- 
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tion, if not absolutely dependent on it. Without huge salt reserves, the 
attractiveness of increasing the supply of fresh fish diminished. Alterna- 
tive preservation techniques—smoking and wind drying (the method for 
cod)—were either fuel intensive on the scale that would have been needed 
or difficult given the weather conditions. 

I have deliberately used the word Britain rather than England, because 
fragmentary evidence indicates that shipping and trade contacts between 
the Scottish ports and the Hanse and the Scandinavian principalities were 
no longer entirely exceptional by the end of the thirteenth century. Even 
so, they were hardly routine either.?? England itself was a pretty minor 
purchaser of Baltic grain at the most intense of times. Indeed, only in the 
fifteenth century was the major flow of the German grain trade, at least 
that in the control of Hanseatic League towns east of Hamburg, oriented 
westward to the Low Countries, Flanders, France, and Britain.?! 

All the same, it has been suggested that before the Great Famine there 
were occasional German exports to England during periods of peak 
prices.?? The evidence is very thin. Is it really true that German merchants 
as far east as Danzig (Gdansk), for instance, were already in the thirteenth 
century coming into competition with southern English grain merchants 
when local conditions and high prices in the north of England or in the 
northwestern part of the Continent induced both to market their surplus 
grain in the ill-affected regions??? The fact of this competition—if it is a 
fact—would explain why in 1315 German merchants stayed abreast of 
famine-generated regional price differentials at the shire level in the En- 
glish grain market—if they did stay abreast of them—and presumably 
targeted the areas where prices were highest.?* 

The cautious, not to say timorous, quality of the foregoing remarks 
arises out of uncertainty about the documentary basis from which the 
scholars concerned have made the case. Naudé, the leading proponent of 
these views, cited in his support a manuscript that I have not been able to 
verify. It reportedly was in the possession of a Danzig grain firm, still in 
existence in his day. N.S.B. Gras did not reject the evidence Naudé ex- 
tracted from the Danzig manuscript, but argued that it showed a sensi- 
tivity not to harvest failure but to war policy, the English, one sup- 
poses, inducing the Germans to dump available grain in English markets 
rather than see it go to the Scots. Both arguments may have some truth, 
but in general it is probably wise to take Naudé and Gras with some 
circumspection.?? 

Moreover, even if Naudé and Gras were correct, with harvest short- 
falls in Germany as well as in the British Isles in 1315-1322 the quantity 
of grain that could have reached England from this source must have been 
less than hoped, since no free market operated. Indeed, a few years be- 
fore, in 1310, a modest rise in grain prices in the Continental northwest 
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had provoked an increase in exports from a few Baltic Hanse towns stim- 
ulating, in turn, a steep rise in prices in the towns themselves. In a dither 
(itself evidence of the irregularity of grain export to the far west), munici- 
pal authorities in the Hanse towns of Wismar, Rostock, Stralsund, and 
Greifswald reacted by effectively banning the shipment of the needed 
grain.’ It is not to be supposed that these authorities, let alone more 
important Hanse towns with nearer and more regular trading partners,?7 
were less vigilant during the Great Famine when grain supplies from their 
own hinterlands, profoundly depleted by the bad weather, were so low. 

Did grain come to the west from remoter locations—namely, Poland? 
A fortiori it is highly unlikely. What we call coastal Poland was a region 
that came under German domination, the domination of the Bran- 
denburg ruling house and the Teutonic Order, by 1309.?? This develop- 
ment was not looked upon with equanimity by other powers. As a result 
of a Danish-Polish alliance concluded in 1315, for example, a joint (if 
militarily inconsequential) invasion of the Brandenburg lands was 
launched in 1316.9? The war would have made it quite difficult to export 
grain according to normal routines. 

The grain that was being grown was limited in quantity, anyway. To 
be sure, in areas of German settlement and domination, grain production, 
despite periodic regressions, would increase over the course of the first 
half of the fourteenth century. Nonetheless, the region as a whole had not 
yet made the fundamental transition to grain husbandry that we associate 
with east central Europe two centuries later, and was, so far as the docu- 
ments indicate, also suffering from the famine.!0? This is not decisive 
proof against the export of grain or other foodstuffs, of course, since 
traders were not loathe to send scarce supplies to regions that would pay 
the highest prices. But the orientation for these eastern German or Polish 
traders was traditionally northern or eastern (Scandinavia and Rus’) 
where, because of the difficulty of growing native grain, there was a 
steady demand for German and Polish surpluses.101 Smaller towns away 
from the coast (binnenlandische Städte) in central and eastern Germany 
and western Poland (Berlin, its twin Kólln, Magdeburg, and the like), 
when they had grain to dispose of, typically, if not slavishly, looked to the 
cold northeast for markets as well.102 

Fear of inadequate access to Continental grain from the Hanse hinter- 
land, then, was a long-standing sentiment informing the foreign policy 
not of English and Scottish authorities but of Scandinavian ones. Nor- 
way, it has been said, was particularly dependent on German (and to 
some extent English) grain.!0? To be sure, some historians may have a 
tendency to exaggerate this dependency.!% Still, there is no doubt that 
grain was important in foreign-policy considerations.!0? Indeed, from the 
time of King Haakon IV, who reigned from 1217 to 1263, Norwegian 
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foreign policy was predicated on keeping supplies coming from the Ger- 
man Baltic ports or even securing such a port (Lübeck was attractive) as 
a colony. !% 

In the face of resistance to the extraction of meat and dairy products 
from the pastoral hinterlands of the Scandinavian kingdoms to the more 
populous coastal settlements,!07 trade with Germany, no matter how 
costly, made even more sense than usual. Yet the Hanse towns, in whose 
hands so much of the trade was concentrated, could be ruthless and 
shortsighted in their economic policy when their stores were low, or even 
when they simply felt that the freedom of their merchants was threatened 
or the policies of their Scandinavian neighbors seemed at variance with 
their own political interests. Grain was a weapon in their intermittent 
cold war with the Scandinavians; the refusal of Hanse merchantmen to 
transport it or other goods could be devastating to the northern econo- 
mies.108 As recently as 1284-1285 a grain embargo organized by the 
Hanse (Lübeck) against Norway had been very effective.10? Embargoes, 
of course, provoked retaliation in the tug-of-war between Scandinavian 
princes and Hanse merchant oligarchies.!!? This helps to explain an edict 
of King Haakon V of Norway in the midst of the Great Famine, 30 July 
1316, that forbade the export of butter and stockfish except by merchants 
who imported grain and grain products in return.!!! Possibly Germans 
needed the products of the north, like herring and stockfish, more than 
the Scandinavians needed grain. Hamburg is a case in point, but even 
towns as far from the Baltic coast as Magdeburg (a good 150 kms.) con- 
sumed large amounts of Norwegian and Swedish fish purveyed out of 
Liibeck.!!2 Bad feeling, the sadly low level of available German grain, and 
the German and Scandinavian murrains all combined to sour political 
and business relations along the Baltic: the economic recession they pro- 
voked on the southern shore of the sea from 1315 to 1322 has been char- 
acterized by Richter as nothing short of “catastrophic.”113 In fine, the 
*Great Hunger" prevailed. 


EPILOGUE 


CCORDING to Jack Ravensdale what distinguishes the Great 
Famine from the Black Death, where the mortality, as is well 
known, was enormously greater, was that the famine perdured. 

In the Black Death “for a few months men died.” In the famine “the 
agony was slow.”! To some extent the resentment felt by the suffering 
population from this prolonged agony manifested itself in an outpouring 
of postfamine literature of social criticism. Among various examples of 
the poetry of “social protest of early fourteenth-century England,” one 
representative specimen entitled “A Poem on the Evil Times of Edward 
II” (ca. 1320), quoted at various times in the course of this study, brings 
together the related themes of war (in this case the baronial rebellion 
against Edward II), the harvest shortfalls, and the animal pestilence. The 
lament, movingly describing pain, sorrow, uncertainty, rancor, and alien- 
ation from authority, captures a mood bordering on despair and sliding 
into hatred? 

How could this have been otherwise? The events of 1315-1322 were 
unspeakably difficult. Prices were high and volatile, making it hard, if not 
impossible, for people to plan for the future. Wages did not keep pace 
with the steep and nearly decade-long price inflation. Those lords who 
benefited from the high prices were far outnumbered by others who suf- 
fered economic crises and near bankruptcy. Rustics and burghers, with 
few exceptions, bore even heavier financial burdens—losing or abandon- 
ing homesteads, selling houses, going into heavy and unproductive debt. 
Sickness and death—especially in the towns in 1316—as well as erosion 
of civility and political stability, verging on and sometimes becoming re- 
bellion, were the end product of a catastrophe until then “unheard-of 
among living men.” 

Credit, charity, and prayer, along with princely and municipal efforts 
to monitor and improve distribution of scarce resources, had gone some 
distance toward ameliorating the worst physical and spiritual effects of 
the famine in a few places, but they were insufficient to buffer the major- 
ity of the population. And so the collective memory was, for a time, one 
of failure, of a nightmarish world of child-murder and cannibalism. 
Poems like “The Evil Times of Edward II” were not intended merely as 
laments but as detailed sociologies of failure, carefully identifying and 
targeting the negligence and vices of specific social groups and classes. 

It should come as no surprise, perhaps, that the men who wrote these 
poems were not usually of the highest rank in society or the church, which 
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is not to say that the poems represent the unmediated voice of the lower 
orders. According to J. R. Maddicott’s “provisional and tentative belief,” 
the texts appear to have been “the work of clerks"—* possibly friars, pos- 
sibly university masters, possibly the educated parish clergy,” but not 
bishops or abbots or deans of chapters. The broad outline of the social 
experience of such writers is not difficult to imagine. While not of peasant 
origin, they would have been men who, on account of their immediate 
moral obligations as teachers of future priests or as clergy themselves in 
poor rural and urban parishes, “were familiar with what would later be 
called ‘the condition of the people.’ ”3 

The tradition of texts like “The Evil Times of Edward II” culminates, 
of course, in the late-fourteenth-century Visio of Piers the Plowman,‘ a 
work conventionally attributed to William Langland, a cleric in minor 
orders, the son of a country gentleman.? Piers Plowman is an extremely 
long and complex poem—a series of critiques in the form of visions of 
abuse of power in rural life—that has attracted many interpreters and 
interpretations.® Distinctive in its sympathetic concern for poor people 
rather than poverty in the abstract, even though it is a heavily allegor- 
ical work," the poem has a much more striking impact than do many 
other protest poems. The character “Hunger,” on which we may focus, 
is representative of a social indictment of shirkers in the fields in a period 
of much want? and takes on figurative dimensions as the character hun- 
gering “after righteousness,” desiring the just judgment of those of status 
in society who shirk their social responsibilities.? There can be little 
doubt that Hunger’s characterization is in part an echo of local elites’ 
inability to confront the Great Famine successfully and their unwilling- 
ness—as perceived by farmers and laborers—to succor the poor who 
suffered. 

The character of Hunger is also a salvational image. The “prophecy 
that Hunger will destroy the Wasters through water, flood and foul 
weather . . . recalls" the passage from the Gospel of Matthew (7.24-27) 
in which the man who obeys the words of Christ is likened to the builder 
of a house on a foundation of stone, rather than sand, which the rains, the 
flood, and the wind cannot destroy.!? The evocation of the conditions of 
the famine years is powerful, in part because “wasters” (wastoures), in 
the medieval connotation of the word, comprise people who not only 
misuse available resources but also avoid working while at the same time 
consuming gluttonously.!! 

If Langland, like those professional keepers of memories, the chroni- 
clers, preserves an echo of the afflictions of the Great Famine, it is merely 
an echo by the later fourteenth century. The poet of *The Evil Times of 
Edward II" remarks at how only a brief reassertion of normal conditions 
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made most of his peers forget or perhaps want to forget God’s “punish- 
ment and teaching.” !2 He undoubtedly means that they abandoned pro- 
cessions and other forms of pious behavior that God’s wrath had first 
inspired. A German stone carver in 1317 had wanted to prevent just this 
sort of backsliding; he was determined that his and future generations 
should never forget the misery of the famine or how it was brought to an 
end in his homeland. On a pillar of the Church of Saint Katherine in the 
Rhenish village of Oppenheim he inscribed on red sandstone a short sen- 
tence in the vernacular whose words recalled that the construction of the 
church, this opus dei as it were, had commenced in the year 1317 when 
men and women were paying “ein Haller” for bread.!? He expected his 
audience to know and never to forget what he meant by this abbreviated 
reference to the common money of the region—that only good works and 
faith such as led to the foundation of Saint Katherine’s could persuade an 
angry God to relent from punishment and restore an abundance of bread. 
We now know that the significance of the reference was effaced over time. 
Even early modern antiquaries, gifted though many of them were with an 
ability to penetrate the spirit of the past, were not quite sure what the 
carver meant by inscribing the Hungerbrotstein, as the block of sandstone 
is now known. !4 

How many generations after the carver his message would have be- 
come unintelligible or indifferent to the ordinary worshiper at Saint Kath- 
erine’s cannot be recovered. What we do know is that neither the stony 
memorial in the church, nor protest poetry, nor mentions in chronicles 
were powerful enough reminders to make those in command encourage 
and carry through systematic practical adjustments in grain and related 
policies that might have lessened the impact of recurrences of harvest 
shortfalls. This slide into indifference might have been arrested if a famine 
on a geographical scale similar to that of the Great Famine had occurred 
in the late 1320s or early 1330s, but although there would be further 
crises of production in the decades to come, there was nothing remotely 
on the scale of that catastrophe. Consequently, rural investment contin- 
ued weak or “light” even though larger barns and more drying ovens, to 
name just two possibilities, would have gone a considerable way to pro- 
viding the facilities needed to mitigate future local calamities.!$ 

That such calamities were only local, not general, has sometimes been 
a contested point. An older historiography imagined a Europe hobbled by 
the famine and afflicted continually thereafter until the savage years of the 
Black Death. In fact, the reality was quite different. In a good solid discus- 
sion of the agricultural regime in England from the Great Famine to the 
Black Death, based on a study of the estates of Canterbury Priory, Mavis 
Mate has demonstrated that overall recovery was relatively quick from 
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the famine and that we cannot in any way justify a somber picture of rural 
society unrelievedly mired in a trough from 1322 to 1348.16 

Other British researchers have come to similar conclusions. Cornwall 
“did not suffer a prolonged setback,” according to John Hatcher.!" Hal- 
lam here, if not elsewhere, can probably be trusted in his belief that the 
temporary demographic setbacks of southeastern England (Essex, Wes- 
sex, and Sussex), however severe, failed to usher in a decline over the long 
term, that is, until 1350.18 Nigel Saul is cautious, too, about the long- 
term negative demographic and productive consequences of the famine in 
Gloucestershire. 1? 

One can go further. Christopher Dyer has tentatively suggested, from 
data on the amount and kinds of food given to harvest workers on vari- 
ous English manors, that the significant but uneven decline in population 
as a result of the Great Famine may have led to a perceived improvement 
in diet—more meat, less dependence on bread, more ale, less cider—until 
1348.20 

Outside of Britain the picture looks similar. If towns suffered more 
and longer almost everywhere,?! even their plight could come to be re- 
garded in context as no more than a temporary setback—a few years of 
hardship with perhaps one summer (say, that of 1316) of terrible mortal- 
ity. A few significant exceptions in Flanders aside, a full return to “nor- 
malcy” had taken place by the mid- or late 1320s. Evidence from Dres- 
den points in this direction.2? And evidence already provided on many 
other towns—Dortmund and Hamburg, to name two—reinforces the 
conclusion.2? 


The eagerness with which men and women put the bad years behind them 
and the gradual but steady recovery from the scourge should not blind us 
to one likely long-term consequence of the famine. It has often been sug- 
gested that the overpopulation of the early fourteenth century created 
persistent malnutrition, making the population as a whole more suscepti- 
ble to the microorganism that caused the Black Death (1347-1351). In 
fact, what appears to be the case is that, if anything, the quality of nutri- 
tion improved over the period 1322-1346 or at least held steady. While 
not providing enormous “relief” on productive resources or completely 
breaking the financial “blockage” that characterized the economy at the 
turn of the century, the small but real declines of population in some 
densely settled districts, as well as the concentration of property holding 
among rich peasants in certain rural areas, introduced added economic 
efficiencies in rural agriculture. One may wonder whether the negative 
social consequences of the latter development outweighed these advan- 
tages by increasing tensions between haves and have-nots in villages. But 
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even the have-nots of the 1330s and early 1340s—in villages and towns— 
probably ate better than had their counterparts in 1300. 

Still, the high mortality of the midcentury plague, although it was not 
due to any persistent endemic malnutrition, did owe something to the 
famine per se. Let us return for the last time to the nutritional biology of 
famine. We have already seen that recent work establishes the existence of 
famine’s differential negative impact on the mortality of children. There 
are also long-term effects on the children who survive famines, long-term 
effects that are considerably more severe than those on adults who sur- 
vive starvation rations. The reason for this is that essential aspects of 
growth appear to be closely correlated with biological age; if growth or, 
rather, systemic development is inhibited, as it must be when energy in- 
take is reduced substantially for any length of time at the critical age, 
recovery can never be complete.24 

By growth nutritional biologists do not mean increases merely in gross 
weight or height, but the proper formation of specific organs and systems, 
especially the immune system, that need distinctive nutrients to function 
effectively and to develop the capacity to respond effectively to future 
infections. Extrapolation from animal studies may exaggerate the impact 
of the short-term absence of such nutrients, since all other mammals ma- 
ture faster than humans and, for the former, even brief periods of malnu- 
trition in infancy can have long-term and quite severe implications.2? To 
put the point another way, a six-month deprivation for an animal whose 
preadult phase lasts one year would be much more significant than a nine- 
or ten-month deprivation in a human being whose critical preadult phase 
lasts up to thirteen years or so. But a famine (starvation rations) of three 
years—even in the absence of visible symptoms like distention of the 
belly—is of sufficient length to have devastating long-term effects on the 
future well-being of human infants: morbidity would almost always be 
increased over the long run because of the improper development of the 
immune system.26 

By inference, the horrendous mortality of the Black Death in northern 
Europe in part should reflect the fact that poor people who were in their 
thirties and forties during the plague had been young children in the pe- 
riod 1315-1322 and were differentially more susceptible to the disease 
than those who had been adults during the famine or were born after the 
famine abated. Moreover, the group should have experienced a higher 
mortality than any *normal" population of thirty- or forty-year-old Eu- 
ropeans might be expected to experience. Conversely, those regions (the 
towns of Flanders stand out) that suffered epidemics in 1315-1322 in 
which large numbers of children died might have far lower relative rates 
of mortality in the period of the Black Death. Any research agenda for the 
Black Death should at least look into this possibility. Given the nature of 
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the evidence and the complicating problem of migration, the theory will 
be hard to prove. But if it is true, it would help explain the astronomically 
high rates of mortality that we have come to associate with that catastro- 
phe, as well as the exceptional areas, like many Flemish towns, that ap- 
pear to have escaped 27 


The region of Europe affected by the Great Famine was to see famines 
recur again and again in the centuries to come. Never of the extent or 
acuteness of the Great Famine, these were, with their implications for 
social instability, a constant reminder of the fragility of civil society. Such 
famines, however, became less frequent and less widespread over time, so 
that fear and concern about harvest shortfalls in particular in most parts 
of the north abated considerably by the nineteenth century. Improvement 
in agricultural techniques and therefore productivity had a great deal to 
do with this, but it had also become possible in the course of the early 
modern period to import staples from a wider range of food-rich coun- 
tries, some of which, such as Poland and eventually Russia, developed 
specialized markets oriented to grain-hungry and once again heavily pop- 
ulated western Europe.28 

The course of this development in northern Europe was not the same 
everywhere. Politics and prejudice played a clear role, as Jonathan Swift 
brilliantly satirized in A Modest Proposal, in putting some populations at 
risk longer than others. For England, the transition can be said to have 
occurred by the end of the seventeenth century. France was still experi- 
encing intense local famines in the eighteenth. For Ireland, Swift's case, 
the transition would not occur until after the 1840s, about a century after 
his death. To be sure, war or the cold ideology of forced nonconsumption 
(to gain capital from exports in order to finance industrialization) has 
more than once brought about a repetition of famine in modern times. 
But the shadow of ineluctable famine, it is fair to say, effectively dissi- 
pated in northern Europe in the course of the nineteenth century. 

It has often been conjectured that this waning of the incidence of fam- 
ine, and of the fear of its inevitability, had its counterpart in a new atti- 
tude toward nature encapsulated in the term Romanticism.2? Nature's 
impact on food production could be got around; and nature in her *fem- 
inine" wildness became, in turn, superbly admirable, with the poets writ- 
ing her encomia. Yet Romantic adulation of terrifying nature never en- 
tirely displaced the older story. The very phenomena that fueled the most 
escapist aspects of Romanticism—industrialization, rapid urbanization, 
and rural improvements, including mechanization of agriculture, to- 
gether with the increase in population that all of these encouraged—ush- 
ered in a variation on the ancient theme of fear. 

Some commentators like Thomas Carlyle and Charles Dickens, in very 
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different ways, gave themselves over to dark visions imagining a terrifying 
Malthusian world whose famine-end was only postponed by modernity. 
In his weirdly compelling essay/novel Sartor Resartus, Carlyle created the 
tragicomic Hofrath Heuschrecke (Counsellor Grasshopper), a man “so 
zealous for the doctrine [of Malthus], that his zeal almost literally eats 
him up.” “Nowhere,” according to Heuschrecke, as he surveys the maca- 
bre specter of modernity, “is there light; nothing but a grim shadow of 
Hunger; open mouths opening wider and wider; a world to terminate by 
the frightfulest consummation: by its too dense inhabitants, famished 
into a delirium, universally eating one another.”30 A reader would laugh 
but for the ghoulish and unsettling character of the locutions. 

It is different with Dickens. One of the most famous passages of A 
Christmas Carol describes Scrooge's vision of the two children *Igno- 
rance” and “Want” finding shelter under the skirts of the Spirit of Christ- 
mas Present. 


They were a boy and girl. Yellow, meagre, ragged, scowling, wolfish; but 
prostrate, too, in their humility. Where graceful youth should have filled 
their features out, and touched them with its freshest tints, a stale and 
shrivelled hand, like that of age, had pinched, and twisted them, and pulled 
them into shreds. Where angels might have sat enthroned, devils lurked, and 
glared out menacing. No change, no degradation, no perversion of human- 
ity, in any grade, through all the mysteries of wonderful creation, has mon- 
sters half so horrible and dread.?! 


Scrooge's sympathy for the children's pitiable state marks one of the 
many steps in the old man's gradual redemption. And it reminds the 
reader how far the aged miser has come from the time, earlier in the no- 
vella, when the then unrepentant sinner had lauded the work of prisons 
and poorhouses and had encouraged death by poverty to “decrease the 
surplus population." For Dickens, at least in this tale, a moral reawaken- 
ing among moderns, reinforced by knowledge (for it was Ignorance that 
he regarded as the more dangerous of the symbol-children), is represented 
with the capability of confronting and winning in the struggle to over- 
come privation and needless death. 

That it is possible in our own day to cling to hopes for a similar moral 
reawakening, leavened by knowledge of the past and chastened by visions 
of the present, seems unlikely. We do not share the comforting fantasies 
of the Victorians. Badly managed nature and brutal wars perdure in un- 
holy alliance against hope, and brief signs of promise are precious little in 
a landscape of persistent despair—in Africa especially, but elsewhere as 
well: “sad hungry faces / hoping, begging for one more day / tears rolling 
down their eyes.”32 They are the poor who are with us always. 
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(On the debate over nomenclature, see Titow, English Rural Society, pp. 20, 22; 
and Thirsk, “Common Fields,” pp. 3-25.) The open fields were held in severalty, 
not in common, but ordinarily required community agreement about exploita- 
tion. 

10. Baker, “Evidence in the ‘Nonarum Inquisitiones’ of Contracting Arable 
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94 

communes, rural (in northern France), 46 

communitas, 108 

confraternities, 134 

contrition, 156 

Cornwall, 101, 185 

corrodies, 79. See also annuities 

corvée, 31 

Cottenham, manor of (Cambridgeshire), 
123 

Council of Vienne (1312), 81 

cowmen, 79 

Cracow (Kraköw), 112 

credit, 110-11; in England, 111; system of 
in Germany, 154; in towns, 155. See also 
usury 

crime, 112-13, 162-66; increase of rural, 
114; of murder and rioting, 113; vaga- 
bonds perpetrating, 113 

crop failures (1315), 21 

crops, rotation of, 29. See also agriculture 

crusade: calls for, 113, 170; subsidies for, 
72 

Crusade of the Shepards. See Pastoureaux 

cuckoo, absence of, 189n. 9 

Cumberland, 176 

currency: debasement of, 95; in Lübeck, 
218n. 81 

Currie, Christopher, 29, 201n. 43 

Curschmann, Fritz, 10-11 

Cuxham (Oxfordshire), wheat yields in, 32 


Daimbach, monastery of (Cistercian), 67 

dairy, labor in and prices of, 58 

Danzig. See Gdansk 

daughters: endowments of, 104; gifts to, 
102 

Daventry, priory of, 80 

debt-financing, 153 

De Lacy estate (Blackburnshire), 83 

demesne, 91 

demesne farming, 62 

demography, effects of the famine on, 11- 
12, 191n. 30. See also population 

dendrochronology, 17 
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Denis, Phane, 158 

Denmark: pastoral husbandry in, 106; Pol- 
ish alliance with, 180 

Deux-Jumelles, monastery of, 76 

Devon: grain shipments in, 133; mortuary 
rights in, 118 

Dickens, Charles, 187 

Dietrich of Cleves, 108 

diets: changes in, 116; in England, 185, 
260n. 20; strange (see strange diets) 

Dion, 133 

disease, human: opportunistic infections, 
117 

Dochnal, Friedrich, 34 

Dortmund: debts in, 156; fiscal crisis in, 
138; municipality of, 154; return to nor- 
mal conditions in, 185; town council of, 
152 

Douai: “bourse commune” in, 158; mortal- 
ity in, 144, 148; uprising in, 165-66 

Douloret, Guillaume, 158 

drainage of land, 46. See also floods 

Dresden: population of, 130; return to nor- 
mal conditions in, 185 

Drogheda, eyre of, 84 

dromond, 173-74 

drought: in northern Castile, 160; in Stras- 
bourg, 136 

Dry Drayton, 102, 110 

Dublin, 128, 139 

Durham, priory of, 80 

Durtain River, 43 

Dury, G. H., 32 

Düsseldorf, mortality in, 148 

Dyer, Christopher, 111, 185 


earthquakes (France), 23. See also omens 

East Anglia, mortality in, 119 

Eberbach, monastery of, 67 

Ebstorf, monastery of, 63 

edema, 50; the effects of protein on, 145 

Edessa (in a.D. 500), 143 

Edward II (king of England), 84, 102, 117, 
171-73; image of, 177, 258n. 84 

Eenham, abbey of, 69 

Eggleston on the Tees, monastery of, 83 

Elbe River, 112 

Elbraum, 48 

eleemosynary grants. See charity 

Elizabeth Van Wieldrecht (abbess of 
Rijnsburg), 120 
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Ely, 38 

Emmius, Ubbo, 8 

empire, mortality rates in, 120 

England: administrations of towns in, 132; 
assarting in, 99; cannibalism in, 148; 
dairy prices in, 58; decrease of famine in, 
187; demography of, 12; diet in, 185, 
260n. 20; grain in, 25, 33, 51; herring 
prices in, 137; hoarding and speculating 
in, 172; inflation in, 135, 171; markets in, 
44; money supply in, 171; mortality in, 
118; murrain in, 39; personal status in, 
90; poverty in, 87; salt prices in, 53; wa- 
terways in, 43; weather in, 171 

entry fines, 220n. 138 

epizootic disease, 35, 55. See also murrain 

Erfurt, 144, 148 

ergotism (sacred fire; Saint Anthony’s fire), 
116 

Essex, 44, 62, 185 

estate economies, 134 

ewes, 59. See also sheep 

Exeter, 133, 136, 238n. 64 

Exeter College, Oxford, 154 

Eylard of Aduard, 65 


fairs, 45, 131, 152 

fames, 11 

famulus, 104 

Fanchamps, M. L., 62 

Farmer, David, 32, 51 

fasting, 156 

fertility (human), 123 

figs, 174 

fines, levy by lords of, 61 

Finland: agricultural practice in, 192n. 34; 
demography of, 12 

fiscalia, 74, 100 

fish, in millponds, 103, 229n. 121 

fishing: common rights to, 94; restrictions 
on, 168; rights to, 83; traps for, 168 

Flanders, 8, 185; abandonments in, 86, 98; 
administration of towns in, 132; annui- 
ties in, 152; ecclesiastics in, 68-71; epi- 
demics in, 142; food supplies in, 158; 
grain in, 51, 158; hoarding in, 161-62; 
mortality in, 144-46, 148, 186; poverty 
in, 87; recession in, 132; salt prices in, 53; 
textiles in, 132, 138; towns in, 127; ur- 
banization of, 130; violence in, 165; war 
in, 20 (see also war); weather in, 19 
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floods, 24; in Britain, 18; in Flanders, 19; 
and grain prices, 136; in Low Countries, 
99; and mortality, 12 

Flores historiarum (1315), 24 

food shortages, 14 

foodstuffs: for armies, 169; for towns, 145, 
158. See also grain 

forestalling, 136 

Fornham, manor of, 79 

Fossier, Robert, 120 

Fourquin, Guy, 52, 74, 109, 120 

fowl, slaughter of, 56 

France, 8; assarting in, 99; attacks upon 
merchants in, 112; bread prices in, 50; 
coinage in, 48, 208n. 56; earthquakes in, 
23; economic relations in, 46-47; grain 
prices in, 50, 135; regulation of grain 
from, 160; hunting and fishing in, 167- 
68; lordship in, 94; markets and fairs in, 
46; mortality rates in, 120; persistence of 
famines in, 187; personal status in, 90; 
population of, 12, 191n. 30; populations 
of towns in, 131; rural economy in, 74- 
77; salt prices in, 53, 134; transportation 
in, 43; usury in, 170; vintage in, 34 

Franco-Flemish war, 20, 152, 158 

Frankfurt, 19 

Frankfurt-am-Main, 131 

Frederick (duke of Austria), 19, 65, 73, 151 

freedom: degrees of, 92-93; personal and 
tenurial, 89, 223n. 16. See also serfdom; 
status 

Freiberg, 130 

Freusch, Wigand, 66 

Friedrich von Walter (abbot of Ober- 
marchtal), 68 

Frisia: abandonments in, 99; decline of 
ports in, 131 

fruit production, 54 

fungus (rye), 116 


game parks (“parcs à gibier"), 168 

garrison towns, 113-14, 174, 209n. 60. See 
also towns; war 

Gascony, 160, 174-75 

Gdansk, grain from, 179 

geese, 56 

Gelderland, 30, 51, 120 

Genesis (41), 7 

geographic scope of the famine, 7-8, 
190n. 13 


George, Alain, 52, 74 

German historiography, 8 

Germany, 8; abandonments in, 98, 100 (see 
also abandonment); assarting in, 30, 99; 
beggars in, 111; economic development 
in, 47; epidemics in, 142; land market in, 
104; lordship in, 61; migration to, 112; 
plaggen soiling in, 30; salt in, 54, 63; 
saltworks in, 53; transportation in, 43 

Germeyn, Ralph (precentor of Exeter 
Cathedral), 155 

Gerstenberg, Wigand, 149 

Gervers, Michael, 81 

Ghent: bread in, 162; burghers of, 152; 
charity in, 157; mortality in, 144, 148; 
population of, 130; poverty in, 140 

“gifts,” concept of, 102 

gifts, to daughters, 102 

Gilbert de Clare (earl of Gloucester), 21 

Gilles de Warnave (abbot of Saint-Martin of 
Tournai), 70 

Gilles Li Muisit, 70 

glassmaking, 91 

Gloucestershire, 185 

God, 21, 50, 51, 145; punishment by, 156; 
weather and other omens from, 22. See 
also omens 

Goodfellow, Peter, 44 

Görlitz, population of, 130 

Gospel of Matthew (7.24-27), 183 

Gotland, 12 

grain: agents for, 160; in the Baltic, 178-80; 
collected as payment in kind, 33; embar- 
goes of, 181; exported from Russia and 
Poland, 187; in France, 168; as an index 
of productivity, 88; policies concerning, 
158, 160; prices of, 49-59, 135-37, 171; 
purchase of by ecclesiastics, 153; requisi- 
tioned by the French Crown, 169; riots 
for, 165-66; shipping of, 133, 159, 173- 
75; storage of, 14-15; supply of in Flan- 
ders, 158; trade in, 158-60, 172-76, 
179-80, 258n. 91; yields of, 25-26, 31- 
33. See also hoarding 

granaries, 49 

Grand Hautmont, abbey of, 71 

Gras, N.S.B., 179 

grave robbing, 150, 232n. 52. See also 
cemeteries 

graves, 143. See also cemeteries 

Greifenberg, 163 
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Greifswald, 154, 180 
Groningen, 65 
guilds, 134 


Haakon V (king of Norway), 180, 181 

Haguenau, 151 

hail, 28, 92, 195n. 80 

Hainaut, count of, 73 

Halberstadt, cathedral chapter of, 65 

Hallam, H. E., 104, 119, 185 

Halver-Schalksmühle, 47 

Hamburg, 48, 181; annuity market in, 153; 
beer trade in, 141; fiscal crisis in, 138; 
mortality in, 148; population of, 130-31; 
rents in, 153; return to normal conditions 
in, 185 

Hanse: annuities in the, 152-54; churches 
and hospitals in the, 154; debt-financing 
in the, 153; economic policy in the, 181; 
fiscal crisis in the, 138; grain trade by the, 
179, 258n. 91 (see also grain); popula- 
tions in the, 130; rise of the, 131; salt 
trade in the, 53; Slavs in the, 141, 242n. 
141 

Harfleur, 163 

harvests: in the Baltic, 12; in East Anglia, 
119; storage of, 49. See also crops; grain 

Hatcher, John, 185 

Haughmond, abbey of, 106 

Havius des Freres Meneurs, 166 

hay: curing of, 37; rotting of, 37 

heavy plow, 27-28, 35, 91 

Heinrich II (duke of Braunschweig), 73 

Hénin, 166 

heresy of the free spirit (in Strasbourg), 
164-65 

heretical movements, 164 

heriots: in East Anglia, 119; in Winchester 
manors, 118 

Hermits of Saint-Augustine (order), 154 

herring, 181; price inflation of, 137; trade 
in, 178-79 

Hesse, 7 

Hilton, Rodney, 128 

Hindolveston, manor of (Norfolk), 102-3 

hoarders, transport of grain by, 161-62 

hoarding: of bread and grain, 136-37; in 
England, 172; in France, 168; of harvests, 
49; of precious metals, 95 

Hoffmann, Hartmut, 33 

Hofwüstungen, 98-100 
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hoggs, 59. See also sheep 

Holme Cultram, 83 

Holy Ghost: dedications to the, 157; hospi- 
tals of the, 65. See also Hospital of the 
Holy Spirit; Tables of the Holy Ghost 

Holy See, subsidies to the, 72 

Holy Trinity (London), Church of the, 157 

honey, production of, 54. See also bees 

horse collars, 35 

horses, 19-20, 35-36, 55, 58, 175. See also 
stots and avers 

horseshoes and horseshoe nails, prices of, 
55 

Hospitallers: endowments to the, 81-82; of 
Nieder-Weisel, 66; transfer of property 
from Templars to, 154 

Hospital of the Holy Spirit (Hamburg), 
155 

hospitals, 134; and hospices, foundations 
of, 157; purchases of annuities by, 152, 
154; rural, 109 

Host (consecrated), carried in processions, 
157 

household economies, 134 

housing market, 154 

Hudson, William, 102-3 

Huiskes, Manfred, 154 

Hull, 139 

Hungerbrotstein, 184, 260n. 13 

hungir, 11 

hunting and fishing (France), 167-68 

husbandry: alluvial, 25; mixed, 36, 91, 120; 
pastoral, 105-6. See also agriculture 


Ilsenburg, monastery of, 65 

indigency. See beggars; vagabonds 

Ingolstadt, 65 

Ireland: abandonments in, 97-98; agricul- 
ture in, 97; beggars in, 97, 111; cannibal- 
ism in, 148; colonies in, 97; contrasted 
with Germany, 47; decrease of famines 
in, 187; grave robbing in, 150; Hospital- 
lers and Templars in, 82; markets in, 45; 
murrain in, 38; towns in, 128; wars be- 
tween Scotland and England (1315) 
fought in, 21; weather in, 18 

Irish Annals, 113, 117, 232n. 42 

iron and steel, production of, 54 

“irrationality,” forms of, 164 

Italian merchants, 173 

Italy, grain from, 174 
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Jacquemins de Salau, 166 

Jacques de Thérines (abbot of Chaalis), 25, 
76, 123 

Jacquette (wife of Jehan Espillet), 166 

Jean de Brust (abbot of Val-Dieu), 69 

Jean de Saint-Victor, 162 

Jehans de le Loge, 166 

Jews: as creditors, 20, 110, 155-56, 231n. 
17; in France, 110, 170-71; taxation of, 
62; violence against, 113, 170; writings 
of, 128 

Johann von Steren, 157 

John XXII (pope), 67-68 

John of Bohemia (king), 69 

John of Luxembourg (count), 110 

John of Trokelowe, 142 

“just price,” 162 


Kamberg, monastery of, 67 
Kammin: bishop of, 65; ecclesiastical prov- 
ince of, 72 
Keene, Derek, 128 
Kershaw, Ian, 10, 32, 38 
Kibworth Harcourt, 101 
Kiel, population of, 131 
Koblenz, 161 
Koln. See Cologne 
Krakow. See Cracow 
“kulaks,” 95, 104 


labor: at Canterbury Cathedral Priory, 101; 
of children, 28; rural supply of, 79-80; 
wages for, 59-60; of women, 54, 57-58 

lactation (in humans), 117 

Lakenheath, manor of, 120 

Lamprecht, Karl, 8 

land market: active nature of the, 102; 
changes in the, 105; in northern Ger- 
many, 104; turnover in the, 100 

Langland, William, 183 

La Ramée, monastery of, 121 

Lass, Johannes, 8 

Latouche, Robert, 46 

Lauenburg, 48 

Launceston, priory of, 118 

leases, on land, 62; by ecclesiastical institu- 
tions, 71-72. See also tenure 

legumes, yields of, 32 

Leipzig, population of, 130 

Lelarge, Huon, 152 

lepers, violence against, 113, 170-71 


Les Vaux de Cernay, abbey of, 74 

lethargy: caused by diet, 116, 141; effects of 
on sex drive, 123 

leyrwite, 123 

Liége/Liége, 130; mortality in, 144, 148; 
prices in, 134 

Liégeois/Liégeois, crime in, 163 

Lille: charity in, 158; population of, 131; 
textiles in, 138 

Lincolnshire, 90; abandonments in, 99; 
crime in, 112 

liverfluke, 37; in England, 171 

livestock prices, 171 

Livonia, cannibalism in, 148 

Llantarnam, abbey of, 85 

Lobbes, abbey of, 69 

locator, 91 

Lodewijk Van Velthem, 22, 23 

London, administration of, 132; catchment 
area of, 133, 238n. 59; charity in, 157; 
epidemics in, 142; forestallers in, 136; 
and hinterlands, 86, 101; inflation in, 
135, 137; population of, 128; proces- 
sions in, 157; provisions for, 177; scav- 
enging in, 141; size of, 127 

Long, W. Harwood, 27 

lords, experiments in agriculture by, 62 

lordship: in England, 61; in France, 61, 94; 
in Germany, 61; in villages, 92 

Lorraine, salt production in, 53 

Louis X (king of France), 22, 151, 169, 
198n. 118 

Louvain: grain prices in, 135; mortality in, 
148; transporting the dead in, 144 

Low Countries, 98; charity in the, 157; 
grain prices in the, 51; land market in the, 
104; plague in the, 143; towns in the, 130 

Lübeck, 48; abandonments in, 97; annuities 
in, 151, 153; begging in, 112; despair in, 
163; ecclesiastical institutions and burgh- 
ers in, 151; ecclesiastical province of, 72; 
economic conditions in, 86, 140; grain 
embargo in, 181; inflation in, 135; popu- 
lation of, 130; response to mortality in, 
145; shipping crews from, 175; Teutonic 
Order in, 73 

Lucas, Henry, 10, 113, 149, 156, 176 

Lucifer, 164 

Ludwig IV (king of Bavaria), 19, 65, 151 

lunar eclipse (1 October, 1316), 23. See also 
omens 
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Lunden, Kåre, 33 

Lüneburg, 48; fiscal crisis in, 138, mer- 
chants in, 63 

Lyons, Mary, 17 


Maddicott, J. R., 176-77, 183 

Maenan (Aberconwy), abbey of, 79, 85 

Magdeburg: appeal to Saint Maurice in, 
157; beggars in, 111-12; consumption of 
fish in, 181; diocese of, 73; ecclesiastical 
province of, 72; economic conditions in, 
86; grain trade in, 180; prices in, 134; 
population of, 130; riots in, 165 

Mainz: beggars near, 112; see of, 72 

malnutrition: of children, 186; in various 
age groups, 11. See also mortality; starva- 
tion 

manure, 13, 27, 30, 201nn. 30 and 32 

Marburg, population of, 130 

markets and market system, 44-47, 160- 
61; control of by lords, 62 

marriage, age at, 119, 122-23 

Mate, Mavis, 77-78, 171, 184-85 

Maurice, Saint, 157 

McDonnell, John, 94, 99 

Mechlin, 132-33 

Mecklenburg, duchy of, 47 

Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, establishment 
of towns in, 131 

Meissen, see of, 72 

Memmingen, population of, 130 

Meopham, manor of, 79 

Merton College, Oxford, 101 

Mesopotamia, alluvial husbandry in, 25 

Messin, 63 

Metz, 63; mortality in, 148; population of, 
133; response to mortality in, 145; vio- 
lence in, 165 

Meuse basin, 62 

Meuse River, tolls for the, 44 

migration: to cities (London and Paris), 
132; from the Rhineland to the Baltic, 
131; of vagabonds, 112 

mildew, 34. See also plant diseases 

milk pails, prices of, 58-59 

millers, 103 

mills, 18, 49-50, 84, 92, 209n. 69, 225n. 37 

Minden: bishop of, 66; diocese of, 67 

mining, by monasteries, 71 

ministeriales, 90. See also serfdom 

miracles: bread into stones, 136; grain in 
empty storeroom, 137 
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Modest Proposal, A, 187 

Möllenbeck, Kloster, 66 

monastic houses, transfers of properties by, 
61-71. See also land market; tenure 

Monasticon belge, 121-22 

money: borrowing and lending of, 110-11; 
supply of in England, 171. See also credit; 
usury 

moneylenders, in towns, 155. See also 
credit; Jews; usury 

Mons: charity for, 158; inflation in, 135 

Monumenta Germaniae Historica, chroni- 
cles in, 190n. 19 

morbidity: of children, 186; increases in, 
116-17; in Ypres, 162 

mortalitas, 143 

mortality, 117, 233n. 65; of beggars, 117- 
43; in Belgium, 122; of the Black Death 
and the famine, 186; in the empire, 120- 
22; in England (Wessex, Sussex, and 
Essex), 118-19; in France, 120; in 
towns, 144-48, 161-62; of the wealthy, 
151 

mortgages, in Burgundy, Denmark, and 
Shropshire, 106 

mortuary rights (Devon), 118 

Moxby, monastery of, 84 

Mundy, John, 128 

municipal privileges (to Haguenau), 151 

Munro, John, 132 

Münster, population of, 130 

Mur River, 18 

murder rates, 113 

murder and cannibalism, 148, 150. See also 
crime 

murrain, 35-39, 82; animal prices and, 57; 
in Canterbury, 78; cessation of, 58; in En- 
gland, 39, 171; in Germany and Scandi- 
navia, 181; horses and, 55; in Ireland, 38; 
labor and, 79; sheep and, 139; in Wales, 
38,84 

Muslims, 171 

Musset, Lucien, 46 


Naudé, W., 158, 179 

Neath, abbey of, 84 

Neckar River, 67 

Neuenkamp, monastery of, 153 
Neumünster, vicar of, 155 
Neustadt, 34 

Neveux, Hugues, 52 

Nicholas, David, 132, 138, 145 
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Nicolas II de Lissewege (abbot of Ter- 

Doest), 69 

Nijmegen, 161 

Nile Valley, 25 

Ninove, abbey of, 69 

nitrogen, depletion of, 29 

Nordlingen, 133; population of, 130 

Norfolk, 100 

Normandy: mixed husbandry in, 120; mor- 
tality in, 120; serfdom in, 90; trade with 
England of, 172; weather conditions in, 
19 

Norrland, 178 

Northamptonshire: bridges in, 44; markets 

in, 45; mortality in, 118 

Northumberland, 176 

Norway: corn harvests in, 33; grain em- 

bargo against, 181; grain imports to, 180; 

population of, 12; towns in, 130 

Norwich, population of, 128, 130 

Nuremberg, prices in, 134 

Nuremberg Annals, 17 

nutrition, 186 


Obermarchtal, abbey of, 68 

oblations, by pilgrims, 78 

Oderraum, 48; garrison towns in the, 114; 
migration to, 73; murder and cannibal- 
ism in the, 148-49 

Oldesloe, population of, 130 

omens, 22-23; interpretation of, 197n. 112; 
lunar eclipse (1 October, 1316), 23; red 
or scarlet light (Swedes), 22, 117, 198n. 
119; red cross in the sky (English), 22, 
198n. 120 

“On the Evil Times of Edward II,” 22 

open fields, 91-92, 199-200n. 9, 224n. 30; 
diffusion of the practice of, 47. See also 
agriculture 

Oppenheim, 184 

Orme, Nicholas, 118 

Orval, abbey of, 70-71 

Osmaston, Henry, 32 

Otto I (duke of Pomerania), 73 

ovens (for drying), 184 

oxen, 35 


pagans, 93 

pardons to ecclesiastics for taxes, 83 

Paris: acts of contrition in, 157; administra- 
tion of, 132; bakers in, 162; draining of 
the marshes in, 140, 241n. 125; evidence 


of famine in, 142; grain supplies to, 173; 
and its hinterlands, 101; hoarding in, 
168; population of, 131, 237n. 38; prices 
in, 135, 137; salt in, 168; size of, 127; 
snow in, 195n. 82; usury in, 156 

Parisian basin, mortality rates in, 120 

parks, creation of, 168 

pastoral settlements, 91 

Pastoureaux, 170-71, 255n. 20 

Paulinzelle, abbey of, 65 

pawnbroking, 110 

Peace of Fexe (18 June, 1316), 63, 253n. 
112 

*peasantry," 88 

penury. See poverty 

*perception of profit," 82 

pestilence, 142-44 

pestilentia and pestis, 117 

Philip V (king of France), 76, 170 

Piecha, Günther, 112 

Piers Plowman, 183 

pigeons, 56 

pigs: characteristics of, 55-56, 212n. 125; 
disease in, 36 

pilgrims, 78 

piracy, 161, 168, 174-76 

plaga, 117 

plaggen soiling, 30. See also agriculture 

plant diseases (rusts, smuts, molds, and mil- 
dews), 28, 31, 34 

Plön, population of, 130 

plow, heavy. See heavy plow 

plowmen, 79 

plows, 13; animals used with, 36. See also 
agriculture 

poaching, 88 

“Poem on the Evil Times of Edward II, A,” 
182-84 

poems of protest, 164 

Poland: abandonments and settlements in, 
112; cannibalism in, 148; Danish alliance 
with, 180; grain in, 26, 180, 187; migra- 
tion to, 112; the perimeters of the famine 
in, 8; road networks in, 47. See also grain 

pope (at Avignon), indulgence granted to 
the hospital of Saint- Julien of Liege by, 
155 

population: of area effected by famine, 8; 
declines in, 185; growth of, 98; mortality 
of, 186; of towns, 128, 130-31 (see also 
names of individual towns) 

Porta-Celi, convent of, 71 
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ports, catchment areas of, 133 

“Postan Thesis,” 26, 200n. 25, 201n. 27 

Postles, David, 82 

pot made for the abbey of Aduard for cook- 
ing, 110, 230n. 13 

poverty, 87; in towns, 137-41 

prayers for good weather, 108 

prayer unions, 108, 230n. 2 

prices: of animals, 55, 57-58, 171; controls 
of, 171-72; of dairy products, 58; effects 
of rumors on, 50; of grain, 49-59; of her- 
ring, 137; inflation of, 48-59, 134-36, 
171, 182; of salt, 52; volatility of, 50; of 
wine, 52, 105; of wool, 59 

princes, conflicts between, 151 

processions, 156, 184; in Normandy and 
the Beauce, 108; in Normandy and west- 
ern Germany, 109 

prohibitions on exports, 169. See also grain 

prophecies, 109 

Provins, 165 

Prussia, grain trade of, 158 


Quedlinburg, convent of, 66 


rabbits (coneys), 95; fur of, 57; slaughter of, 
56-57, 212n. 134 

Racinet, Philippe, 75 

“racism,” escalation of, 163 

“racist” literature, 114, 232n. 44 

rain, 31; in chronicles, 196, n. 91; in Ger- 
many, 100; as an omen, 20; viticulture 
and, 34. See also climate; weather 

Rampillon, 169 

Ramsey Abbey, manors of, 38 

Rashi of Troyes, 128 

Ravensdale, Jack, 102, 104, 182 

Redgrave, 102 

Reims, population of, 131 

Reinbeck, monastery of, 65 

relics, 157; in Canterbury, 78 

rents: decline in, 61; need for cash to pay, 
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